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Abstract
A connection exists between biblical preaching and church growth. This study
accepted that connection and probed whether a connection existed between Sermon
schedule planing based upon primarily the Revised Common Lectionary and church
growth. The hypothesis of the study was, the use of the LectionaJy as the pvimavy tool
for determining sermon schedule planning is not the most beneficial for church growth.

Measurement of church growth was 1.O percent increase/decline in average worship
attendance over a three to four year period. Personal interviews conducted with thirty
preachers inquired about sermon scheduling, preparation and motivation. Attendance
statistical information carne fiom conference journals. The preachers and churches
studied all pertain to the Kentucky Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church.
The findings of the study could not conclusively support or refute the hypothesis.
The findings did support a strong connection between advance sermon scheduling of at
least a month and increased worship attendance. B c k Warren’s purpose driven church
principles also surfaced as a positive influence upon growing churches in the annual
conference. The project presents a clear definition of biblical preaching supported in the
literature and through the interviews.
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CHAPTER 1
“I charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus who is tojudge the
living and the dead and by his appearance and his kingdom: preach the word,
be urgent in season and out of season. . . .”
2 Timothy 4:l-2

“I confess to being ... an impenitent believer in the indispensable necessity of
preaching both for evangelism and for the healthy growth of the Church. ’’
John R. W. Stott (9)
“In the providence of God, rarely does a message, planned months before,
fail to meet the people at the point ofpresent need.”
Richard Hulvevson (12)
Background to the Problem
How many times have I stood at the exit of the church greeting the worshipers and
hearing words of thanks and compliments for the sermon just delivered? How many
times have I stood in the pulpit and seen more people in the congregation and felt life in
the church because God chose to use my preaching? How many times have I wondered if
there was any correlation between my preaching and the growth of the church?

I feel certain these experiences and feelings are not unique to me. Many a
preacher has felt the heaviness of empty words showered upon him or her at the close of a
worship service. Many have felt the weight of wondering if their preaching genuinely
made a difference in the church. Did they bring a “word from the Lord” for their
particular church in a particular time and place or were they simply talking?
I feel passionately committed to the sacred task of biblical preaching. I believe I

am called to preach. I also believe God called me to be part of the United Methodist
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Church as a denomination, yet at any given time in my ministry, to a particular local
church. With those three statements let me offer some background to this study.
Preaching in my first two appointments out of seminary did not come easy. I
developed the practice in sermon schedule planning to use almost exclusively The
Common Lectionary for choosing sermon text(s) for each Sunday. I did this for various
reasons.

As a new and relatively inexperienced preacher, the prospect of preaching Sunday
morning and evening, plus leading a mid-week Bible study scared me to death. The task
seemed overwhelming. Where would I find sufficient material? How would I detemine
what to preach? I barely knew these people, much less the deep needs of their lives.

How could I begin to know what to preach?
With my fears firmly in hand, I turned to the “Revised Common Lectionary,”
easily accessible through The Plannine Calendar of the United Methodist Church. The
Scripture texts appear on each Sunday. How much simpler could it get? I already had
my preaching schedule planned for the next . . .forever!

I began to preach the lectionary readings. Indeed, my preaching was well
received. Compliments began to come my way. But did the preaching meet the needs of
the church? Did the preaching call the church to new vision and new purpose? Were
lives changed? Were calls heard? Was the church growing either numerically and
spiritually, or both?
Unfortunately, I seldom asked myself these questions at the time. I not only felt
overwhelmed by the preaching responsibilities, but by all the other duties a pastor must
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do as well. This frustration was in a small congregation in a slow-paced rural
community. I did not ask these deeper questions and became satisfied with the relative
ease of sermon scheduling that came with using the lectionaxy.

I also found the United Methodist Church endorsed clergy use of the lectionary
with denominational materials and sermon helps based on the lectionary. So I chose the
path of least resistance with help along the way. I invested seven years and two
pastorates in t h s type of sermon schedule planning.
After seven years I was accepted into the Beeson Program. My experience as a
student in the Beeson Program at Asbury Theological Seminary left me with some new or
reinforced convictions about the important task of preaching:
1. Biblical preaching is the single most powerful tool the pastor has for shaping
the community life, vision, and ministry of a congregation. Biblical preaching is
not the only tool, but the most powerful.

2. A sermon series based on the needs of the congregation andor the purposes
of the church is a planning pattern that leads to unity and cohesiveness in a
church more than any other pattern.

As a result of these two:
3. Lectionary preachmg is not the best way to shape the community life, vision,
and ministry of a local church; therefore, is not the best pattern to use in sermon
planning and preparation.

I believe others share this conclusion. Traveling with the Beeson Pastors to
growing churches across this country and even in another country, I never encountered a
preacher in those churches committed to using the lectionary as the primary tool for
determining his or her sermon schedule. I began to ask myself, “Why is that?”
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Some of the churches mentioned above were United Methodist, others were not.
My observation applied to churches of various denominations. Those preachers had
decided not to use the lectionary by intentionally opting to use the sermon series as their
primary mode of sermon scheduling. I faced a dilemma. Do I continue along the path of
least resistance or do I choose a different course of action? I chose to begin using the
sermon series as the intentional approach to my sermon schedule planning.
After my Beeson year I received the appointment to the Wilmore United
Methodist Church. This church, with over 100 years of history, and standing in the
shadow of Asbury College and Asbury Theological Seminary, had many students and
professors of both institutions in attendance. Wilmore United Methodist Church had a
long tradition of pastors using the semon series as the planning vehicle for sermonizing.
The church experienced years of struggle and decline. Its decline largely related to issues
far removed from the preaching. For this reason, my testing did not focus around the
Wilmore United Methodist Church but around United Methodist Churches of the
Kentucky Annual Conference.

The Problem
This project addresses the problem on two levels. The first investigates the issue
of sermon schedules and the rationale for their formation. The second seeks to find the
correlation between preaching and church growth.
The United Methodist Church in general, and the Kentucky Annual Conference in
particular, has recorded statistical losses in membership. Yet some churches within
United Methodism and the Kentucky Conference were growing. Why was that? what, if
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any, connection existed between these growing churches and the preaching in those
pulpits? Did the sermon schedule make a difference? This project attempts to reveal any
connections.
I believe a connection exists between church growth and pulpit ministry. Early
writings on the subject show church growth experts did not agree with that statement.
The Pastor’s Church Growth Handbook, a compilation of readings for those involved in
church growth by Win Am, mentioned nothing about the role of preaching. Various
characteristics of growing churches were given with nothing said about preaching. Even
Donald McGavran’s comprehensive study on church growth, 1Jnderstmding. Church
Growth, made little mention of the pulpit ministry or only did so in an almost
condescending manner.
Haddon Robinson, in a forum in Leadership magazine, spoke for the need to
correct this under emphasis upon preaching in church growth discussions.
In most churches if the pastor is an effective communicator and articulates to the
congregation what the church is to be about, one of two things will happen. One,
they will get rid of hlm -- they will find that lus preaching doesn’t match what
they want. Or, two, he will surround himself with people who share his vision
and they will move forward with him. (17 )
Earl V. Comfort agreed, based on his survey of the Jacksonville Chapel in
northern New Jersey. Attendance had increased from 300 to 1200 in a ten-year period.

On a certain Sunday, Comfort did a two-question survey of the approximately 1000 youth
and adults present in worship, asking:
1. What first attracted you to this church?
2. What caused you to remain?
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The results of the first question fit well into the findings of church growth experts;
most said they were attracted to the Chapel because of the invitation of family or fiiends.
The results of the second question were important to this study. Five options were given
as reasons for staying at the Chapel. The aggregate totals showed “Sermons” were the

most significant factor in growth at the Chapel. Sermons exceeded the second option by
over 900 cumulative points (Comfort 66).

The Purpose
The issue has to do with biblical preaching. Does preaching impact a church in
terms of actual growth? Does the sermon schedule impact growth in the church? What is
the best way to plan sermon schedules?
The purpose of this study is to investigate the correlation between the use of the
lectionary as the primary sermon schedule planning tool and numerical church growth in
the area of worship attendance.

Research Questions
This study addresses three basic questions:

1. Is the “Revised Common Lectionary” the primary sermon schedule planning
tool among preachers of the Kentucky Annual Conference?
2. How, and why, do a representative group of preachers from the Kentucky
Annual Conference decide on the sermon schedule they use?

3. What correlation, if any, exists between the sermon schedule chosen and
growth in worship attendance?

Grout

7

Definition of Terms
The term church growth will be viewed in terms of numerical growth in the area
of worship attendance. There are other aspects of growth. Numerical growth is only one.
Worship attendance is only one aspect of numerical growth.
The definition of growth for this study was 1.O percent increase in worship
attendance over a period of three to four years. Plateaued churches were those with no
appreciable change over the siillle period. Declining churches were those showing a 1.O
percent decline in worship attendance over the same period.

I believe that often there is a surge or decline in worship based on the reaction to a
change of pastoral leadership in a United Methodist Church. Also, for many years the
stereotypical understanding of being a United Methodist preacher under appointment to a
local church was that the minister moved every three to four years. That practice is
changing, at least in the Kentucky Annual Conference. It is still not easy to find a large
population with long tenures. Therefore only those churches where the preacher was in
ministry for at least three years was considered for the study. If the preacher was there
longer, then four year’s statistics were studied. Student pastors and interim local pastors
were not part of the study.
The figure of 1.O percent over a three to four year period may seem low,
especially when that figure is compared with those used by Bama for User Friendly
Churches, 1.O percent per year. The figure chosen for this study arises out of the current
realities of the United Methodist Church, a denomination in decline. This study does not
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make excuse or explain that decline. If the group being studied is a United Methodist
group, then the figure of the study is, I believe, more reasonable.
Sermon schedulepZanning means the intentional calendaring of sermons to be
presented in a local church over a given period of time. This may be a week-by-week,
monthly, or a more extended planning schedule, depending on the individual preachers
interviewed. The how and why of the preacher’s plan was part of the interview questions.

Common Lectionary means the Revised Common Lectionary currently in use by
the United Methodist Church found in all denominational preaching aids and printed in
The Planning Calendar of the United Methodist Church.

The Methodology, Population, and Samples
This project was a descriptive research design, utilizing both a random sample
questionnaire and a researcher-designed questionnaire. This random sample
questionnaire surveyed the 650 pastors under appointment to a local church in the
Kentucky Annual Conference. The purpose of the questionnaire was to ascertain the
percentage of pastors using the Lectionary as their primary source for preaching planning.
If indeed the majority or at least a large percentage of the conference were using the
lectionary for sennon planning, then the results of the study would have broader viability
and generalizability.
The second part of the project narrows the focus by interviewing thirty preachers
from across the conference more extensively. The preachers come primarily from the
Lexington and Louisville Districts, but six of the thirteen districts spanning the entire
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conference are represented in the interviewing process. Though surely not determinative
of the rest of the conference, the group is exemplary.
The preachers were asked questions as to their sermon scheduling, especially in
regard to use of the Common Lectionary, and why they plan as they do. The numerical
statistics available through the Journal of the Kentucky Annual Conference (1997) and
the Journals of the former Louisville Annual Conference and Kentucky Annual
Conference revealed which of the churches grew in worship attendance, which were
plateaued in worship attendance, and which were declining. Correlations were then made.

The Variables
The dependent variable of the study was the numerical growth in worship
attendance in the tested churches. This was ascertained by use of the statistical tables of
the Kentucky Annual Conference. The independent variable was the use of the Common
Lectionary as the primary sermon schedule planning tool by the various preachers who
were interviewed.

Instrumentation
A letter and self-addressed stamped postcard was sent to a random selection of the
pastors of the Kentucky Annual Conference to determine the percentage of pastors using
the lectionary. A face-to-face or telephone interview was used with another group of
thirty pastors. A researcher-designed interview addressing the research questions and the
research was used. A pretest of the interview was conducted on several Beeson pastors
currently enrolled at Asbury Theological Seminary to increase the viability and
understandability of the test and to enhance my ability as an interviewer.
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Data Collection
Addresses for the pastors of the conference were obtained through the conference
office. The information regarding the churches to be used in the more specific survey was
acquired through the Journals of the Kentucky Annual Conference along with Journals of
the former Louisville and former Kentucky Annual Conferences.
Each of the qualifying pastors was called on the telephone to inform them of my
desire to include them in my study. A time with them was set up for either a face- to-face
interview or a telephone interview. These thrty interviews were done in the Winter of
1998-1999.

Delimitation and Generalizability
Many denominations promote the lectionary as a primary sermon planning tool.
The United Methodist Church is one of them. The study was limited in its scope to a
specific area of the country which is known as part of the “Bible Belt.” This may limit
the usefulness of the study. The findings can be useful to all of the Kentucky Annual
Conference and perhaps to other conferences which make up the Southeastern
Jurisdiction of United Methodism, all of which are located in the same “Bible Belt.”
Only a couple of these conferences report numerical growth. If a correlation between
sermon schedule planning and church growth can be ascertained, the positive
implications for the church seem obvious.

Theological Reflection
In Romans 10:14, Paul asks several questions. “But how are men to call upon
him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in him of whom they

Grout 11
have never heard? And how are they to hear without a preacher?” I wondered if the final
question could be paraphrased to ask, “How are they to grow without a preacher?”
Preaching has always been the lifeblood of the Christian Church in its mandate to
take the Gospel to all the world. When preaching grows weak, the Church grows weak.
Times of renewal and reformation are always accompanied by strong biblical preaching.
Biblical preaching has always been relevantly presented to the hearers. Jesus used
everyday object lessons to be relevant, even when the objects of those lessons were
religious leaders. Paul was a master at adapting his presentation to meet the listening
abilities of his hearers in every situation.
Biblical preaching has been presented by God’s called preachers. When the
disciples realized they had to make a prioritized choice in Acts 6, they sensed their call to
preach. The decision to invest time in prayer and study was a result of the call upon their
lives, not only the practical fact of their human limits as either waiters of tables or
preachers and pastors.
The result was a Church that grew incrementally and quickly. Centuries passed.
The Church needed to be sure the Word of God was being preached in a consistent, fullorbed manner. Even in the early centuries of the Church’s existence various heresies
arose. Several writings in recent years have tried to establish that the Gospels of
Matthew, Mark and John are early Church lectionaries based on Jewish agricultural
calendars (Reumann 20-22). Though this is not a widely held theory it does raise the
issue in the early church of needing to guide the readers of Scripture in their reading and
study.
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Introduction to the Lectionary
Lectionaries were created to help lead a preacher or reader through a well-rounded
approach to the Bible. Lectionaries began to surface as early as the fourth century. Even
after the Reformation and its challenge to the institutional Roman Catholic Church,
additional lectionaries emerged out of the Protestant traditions. Some of these officially
came from the Church. Others reflected the preferences of individual church leaders,
especially after the Reformation. Eventually a Common Lectionary was adopted by most
of the mainline denominations.
This study does not question whether preaching the Common Lectionary is
biblical preaching. Chapter two gives a working definition of biblical preaching certainly
applicable to lectionary preachmg. This study investigates whether a connection exists
between the choice of sermon schedule and worship attendance growth. The question
regarding the use of the Common Lectionary is natural simply because lectionary
preaching is the sermon schedule with the most history in the Church in general and the
United Methodist Church in particular.
John Wesley preached a lectionary. It is possible to discern from Wesley’s
Journals his practice of using a lectionary in his preaching. His work, The Sunday
Service of the Methodists in North America with Other Occasional Services, included a
revised Lectionary of the Old Testament lessons and of the Psalter with the Gospel and
Epistle readings following basically the Book of Common Prayer of the Church of
England. (James F. White 17)
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Many aspects are involved in the life of a growing church. Preaching must be one
of them. Does the use of the Common Lectionary enhance or impede the possibilities of
growth in a church? The lectionary is not a biblical tool in the sense that it is mandated
or even suggested in Scripture. Though it suggested by some that a model was being
followed in Scripture, there is not sufficient reason to believe the disciples were
preaching according to a lectionary in their day.
The question of using the lectionary as a sermon schedule planning tool is not
applicable to all churches. Some traditions would be hard pressed even to define
lectionary preaching. The United Methodist Church, however, has the tradition of using
the Common Lectionary. Also relevant is the numerical fact the United Methodist
Church is in decline. This project investigated to see if any correlation exists between the
use of the Common Lectionary as a primary sermon schedule planning tool and churches
which are growing, plateaued in growth or in decline.
Overview
Chapter 2 reviews the salient literature on the three primary subjects involved in
this project. The first is biblical preaching. The second is the issue of preaching and
church growth. The third is the use of the Lectionary as a tool for sermon scheduling.
Though earlier research on church growth did not place much, if any, emphasis on
preaching as a factor in church growth, consensus seems to be growing as to its
importance. General agreement exists on the usefulness of the Common Lectionary as a
sermon schedule guide. Widely held and easily discernible reasons for not using the
lectionary also surface in the research. Those different viewpoints will be presented in

Grout 14
the literature review.
Chapter 3 presents in detail the methods used to do this project. Questionnaires
used are explained and the procedure outlined.
Chapter 4 contains the results of the project with discussion of significant
findings.
Chapter 5 offers reflections on the project, including ways the results might be
used by the Kentucky Annual Conference and seminaries and ideas for further study.
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CHAPTER 2
Precedents in the Literature

In the Introduction to the novel The Shepherd of the Hills, editor Michael Phillips
brings out an interesting characteristic about Harold Bell Wright, which is true about all
good novelists. “The best writers of fiction. . .understand these three main ingredients. . .
time, place, andpeople. They take us to a place. . .a particular time, a little slice of
history; they introduce us to men and women who become our fiends through the printed
page” (Wright 9). He draws a further distinction that separates yet again the truly great
writers when he says, “They add meaning. We meet people.. . . As we walk beside them,
we feel their struggle to come to terms with the meaning of life” (10).
The role of the preacher is similar to the novelist. Place, time, and people make
up the biblical text. But it remains just a collection of words and stories if it never
reaches the level of meaning. Enter the preacher. The preacher must bring meaning to
and draw meaning out of the biblical text in a way that impacts the listener.
The following is the working definition of biblical preaching for this review:
biblical preaching is biblical truth relevantly presented by God’s called preacher.
This chapter reviews the salient literature on the subject of preaching and presents
a review of literature dealing with the correlation between preaching and church growth.
Lastly it will review literature dealing with preaching planning in general and lectionary
preaching in particular.
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This review of literature on preaching uses the recent work of Donald English, An
Evangelical Theolorrv of Preaching, originally presented as the first of the Beeson
Lectures on Preaching at Asbury Theological Seminary, as its primary resource and then,
based on that work, shows emerging categories for reflection on the subject of preaching.
Donald English’s work will be used to synthesize the first section of literature into
three basic categories based on a definition for biblical preaching. In the Introduction to
his book, English sets forth the following goal:
My hope is. . .what follows will inspire preachers and would-be-preachers with
the excitement of the message, and a vision of the very many ways in which the
good news can bepYoclaimed, and of their own particular place in that range of
possibilities. There is ecstasy and agony in preaching, but I doubt that there is a
greater caZZing anywhere. (13) (italics mine)
The review will present opening remarks for the continued necessity of biblical
preachmg. Then based on the above definition, categories for consideration on preaching
that have surfaced with sufficient regularity to warrant attention will be addressed. Each

of the categories presents the thoughts of a wide range of preachers and scholars to
support the validity of the category. This will be followed by reflection with synthesis

from English’s book.
The Need for Preaching
Preaching has always been crucial to Chnstianity. As John Broadus stated:
“Preaching is characteristic of Christianity. No other religion has made the regular and
frequent assembling of groups of people, to hear religious instiuction and exhortation, an
integral part of divine worship” (iv). P. T. Forsyth put it even more strongly: “With
preaching Christianity stands or falls, because it is that declaration of the gospel” (5).
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Barth would add, “Preaching is ‘God’s own Word.’ That is to say, through the activity of
preaching, God himself speaks’’ (54). W. E. Sangster raises the bar when he says, “It is
an assault upon the gates of hell, and, indeed it is a piercing of them. It is a deed not of
man merely or chiefly, but of God” (14). He later asks, “Could any work be more high
and holy” (24)?
In Acts 4:20 Peter bursts out with a lifeblood definition of the church before the
religious authorities in Jerusalem, “We cannot keep from speaking about the things we
have seen and heard.” Donald English emphasizes, “It is the message that both
necessitates and inspires the preaching” (1 1).

The preacher’s responsibility is definite and weighty. Preachers have not always
risen to the occasion. Fred Craddock feels that, “Rarely, if ever in history have so many

firm periods slumped into commas and so many exclamation points into question marks”
(Preaching 77). His feelings get a bit more pointed:
[The preacher’s] predecessors ascended the pulpit to speak of the eternal
certainties, truths etched forever in the granite of absolute reality, matters formed
for proclamation, not for discussion. But where have all the absolutes gone? The
old thunderbolts rust in the attic while the minister tries to lead his people through
the morass of relativities and proximate possibilities. And the difficulties
involved in finding and articulating faith are not the congregation’s alone; they
are the minister’s as well. . .his is offen the misery of one who is always pregnant
but never ready to give birth. (Preaching 13- 14)
What would explain this kind of preaching? Joe Harding thinks that at least three
reasons could be given:
1. Low Expectation -- the preacher does not expect anything to happen and the

congregation lives up to that expectation in its response to the sermon.

2. Confused Understanding -- Preachmg is confused for moralizing monologues
. . .to be filled with psychological theories, with a string of entertaining stories, or
with pronouncements about our social ills.
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3. Cureless Preparation -- Preparation time is eroded by a multitude of demands.
Last minute scrambling for material becomes habitual. The preaching
opportunity deteriorates krther. (21-24)

The explanation of the problem does not solve it. The desperate need for biblical
preaching is a cry hears all across the Church, Helmut Thielicke, in The Trouble With
the Church, reflects, “What I and my colleagues hear is that people want good preaching.
We do not hear them asking for more liturgy, more form, more organization, more
discussion groups . . . . Wherever we find a vital congregation we find at its center vital
preaching” (viii). Harding quotes Lyle Schaller with the call, “People are hun,gy for
Biblical preaching” (16). The need magnifies with the observation Harding shares out of
his own experience as a district superintendent:
I observed that churches where pastors placed a high priority on preaching tended
to be growing churches. Where the message was dull, lifeless, poorly organized,
and ineffectively delivered, there seemed to be an atmosphere of defeat and
despair, followed closely by decline in attendance and membership. (15 )
In meetings with other district superintendents and the bishop, Harding found that
“there was unanimous agreement that without effective preaching. . .renewal wouldn’t
‘happen.’ With effective preaching renewal could ‘happen’ in what appeared hopeless
situations” (15).
Where does this good preaching begin? R. Albert Mohler says in his A Theoloey
of Preaching, “True preaching begins with this confession: we preach because God has
spoken” (14). He goes on to say, “Preachng is not an act the church is called to defend
but a ministry preachers are called to perform” (20). The Church must have biblical
preaching. The Church must have biblical preaching presented in relevant messages and
that biblical preaching must come from called preachers.
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“Preaching is not the activity of man alone; it is not merely a man who is
speaking. God is speaking through h m ” (Tizard 17). J. I. Packer, in Authority in
Preaching, has called preaching, “the event of God bringing to an audience a Bible-based,
Christ-related, life-impacting message of instruction and direction fiom Himself through

the words of a spokesperson” (199).
Donald English reminds the preacher of God’s presence in worship and in
preaching. “This awareness that God is present in worship is more than a basis for our
preaching. It is fundamental to its content” (16). The preacher must
have more than just a grasp of the biblical and theological basis for affirming
God’s presence in the world - the transcendence in the midst (underline mine).
We are expected to recognize thatpresence when we see it. . . . We are called
not just to be a mouth for the Lord, but also an eye for the Lord watching and
witnessing to God’s activity in the world around us. (19)

Biblical preaching is: 1. biblical truth
2. relevantly presented
3. by God’s calledpreacker.
BIBLICAL PREACHING IS BIBLICAL TRUTH
Some might feel the above statement is redundant. Perhaps it is. That does not
mean biblical truth is a given in all pulpits by any means. The Apostle Paul gave
Timothy the charge, “Preach the Word. . .” (2 Timothy 4:2). The world pleads that same
call to the preacher today! Stuart Briscoe depicts the problem: “How we’re tempted to
bend the Word to fit our words! It is a most devious temptation; to preach selectively, to
avoid a lot of subjects, to slide by passages we don’t want to talk about, to manipulate
Scripture to say what I would have inspired it to say had I been the Holy Spirit” (Hybels
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141). Craddock is even more graphic in his call for a biblical sermon: “Sermons not
informed and inspired by Scripture are objects dislodged, orphans in the world, without
mother or father” (Preaching 27).
If a preacher does not preach the Scriptures, he or she has lost any authority for
their sermon.
When a preacher speaks as a herald, he must cry out “the word.” Anything less
cannot legitimately pass for Chnstian preaching. When a preacher fails to preach
the Scriptures, he abandons his authority. . . . God speaks through the Bible. . .
Through the preaching of the Scriptures, God encounters men and women to
bring them to salvation (I1 Tim. 3: 15) and to richness and ripeness of Chnstian
character (I1 Tim. 3:16-17). Something awesome happens when God confronts an
individual through preaching and seizes him by the soul. (Robinson Biblical 1819)
The Bible must open up to the listener for a sermon to connect. It is not a matter
of the preacher’s ideas only. “Preaching does not consist of speculation but of
exposition” (Mohler 14).
Is it simply a matter of using biblical material? “The issue is not one of quantity
of Scripture verses; sermons that carry a heavy load of passages from Genesis to
Revelation often are only the result of the preacher’s being seduced by the concordance, a
seduction then passed along to the listeners” (Craddock Preaching 100). “The choice is
rather due to a conviction and an experience: the conviction that preaching should be
nourished, informed, disciplined, and authorized by Scripture, and the experience of
being taught by Scripture that there is not single form of speech which qualifies as a
sermon” (16). Craddock opens the discussion to hrther reasons for the sermon’s reliance
upon the Scriptures when he continues, “Both the Old and New Testaments amply testify
to the rich variety of shapes the proclamation may take. Whoever goes to the Bible in
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search of what to preach but does not linger long enough to learn how to preach has left
its pages much too soon” (Preachinq 100). Leander Keck would agree, “Preaching is
truly biblical when (a) the Bible governs the content of the sermon and when (b) the
function of the sermon is analogous to that of the text” (106). Not only is the material to
be used found in the Bible but also the manner in which it is to be used.
Donald Demaray says that biblical preaching must be k e r p n a .
Key-ma is the proclamation of the most hndamental truths of the Christian
faith: the cross and resurrection; the exaltation of Jesus; the Christ event as the
fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy; man’s responsibility to say “yes” or “no”
to Jesus; Jesus as both Lord and Christ; the necessity of repentance; forgiveness
of sins. Those nine points we know as the k e y m a ; they are non-negotiable.
(Proclaiming 25)
The callfrom Scripture to Scripture is clear.
All scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for
correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be
complete, equipped for every good work. I charge you in the presence of God and
of Chnst Jesus who is to judge the living and the dead, and by his appearing and
kingdom: preach the word, be urgent in season and out of season, convince,
rebuke, and exhort, be unfailing in patience and in teaching. (2 Timothy 3: 16 4:2)
And we impart this in words not taught by human wisdom but taught by the
Spirit, interpreting spiritual truths to those who possess the Spirit.
(1 Corinthians 2: 13)
“Preaching that begins elsewhere than in the self disclosure of God offers not the
Bread of Life but one or another prevailing ideology that has all the nourishment of a
stone’’ (Rogers 244). John Rogers goes on to say, “An important part o f the Bible’s
legacy to the church is a deep sense of preaching as an impossible possibility” (245).

John Piper, pastor of Bethlehem Baptist Church in Minneapolis, gives a clarion
call to return to the Bible. “Where the Bible is esteemed as the inspired and inerrant
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Word of God, preaching can flourish. But where the Bible is treated as a record of
valuable religious insight, preaching dies” (40). “All Christian preaching should be the
exposition and application of biblical texts” (41>. “Preaching that proclaims God’s
supremacy does not begin with Scripture as a basis and then wander off to other things. It
oozes Scripture” (86).
Piper leads back to the understanding of Donald English’s “transcendence in the
midst” by using the term “God-entranced preaching” (11). These writers, captured by the
thinking of so many of the great preachers of the past, have realized that biblical
preaching, beside the obvious source, is the presentation of the Source. Unless God is
preached, there is no biblical preachmg.
Whether it is the call of Abraham, Moses, Gideon, or the various ways God lifted
out of society a certain prophet such as Isaiah or Amos, God was transcendent in the
midst. The disciples responding to a lifelong call or the woman at the well responding to

a life changing call; in either case God was transcendent in the midst.
English says for the biblical preacher to realize the task of making God
transcendent in the midst is a call to be an obsewer. The preacher must be able to see
God in the text and in the world -- today. The preacher must be ay1 interpreter. How do
those hearing the preaching see the Bible as a means to interpret what their life situation
is -- today? The preacher must also be aprophet. Someone must be able to show how
God’s Word invites and demands involvement and action in the world -- today. The
preacher who is observer, interpreter, andprophet will also become the herald of
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liberation; interestingly, not of the people but in this world where God’s reality is

doubted, of the transcendence in the midst -- today (19-25).
The key word to much of what English is saying is in the word -- today. Too
many believe the Bible does not have a word for today. If true, then God does not have a
word for today because the Bible is God’s word. English and others call for relevance as
the second defining factor in biblical preachmg.
The preacher responsible to make Scripture speak to the listener. The preacher is
to bring meaning to and to draw meaning out of the Scriptures.
Dennis Kinlaw shares a responsibility -- and a dream:
We must present the Bible not only as the Word of God, but as the Word of God
about us. Biblical preaching involves more than reciting and explaining the text.
Scripture must be presented in such a way that it speaks to the needs of the person
who hears it. That can only happen through the enlightening power of the Holy
Spirit. . . . Wouldn’t that be thnlling? If we could find a way to let the Word of
God come through us to influence our culture with that kind of power, we would
find the fulfillment in our work of which we dream. (15 ) (italics mine)

BIBLICAL PREACHING IS RELEVANTLY PRESENTED
“Great Preaching is Relevant Preaching”
Fant and Pinson

The preacher today “owes the ultimate message to his time” (Thielicke 97). The
preacher is not responsible for whether his sermon will be understood in the next
generation. Unfortunately, too many preachers seem to target the last generation or some
other bygone era by their preaching.
Kinlaw sets up a sequence of importance in this task when he says, “A preacher
should seek to understand humanity as much as he possibly can. He ought to be an
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interpreter of his time, as able to explain where mankind is at this point” (73). Then he
says, “All preachers should be interpreters of the contemporary state of man, which is an
important aspect of the Word that is in creation.” Finally, to the crux of the matter,
“Every preacher should be in some measure an interpreter of where man is before God”

(74). The two worlds, that of contemporary humanity and that of a holy God, have to
meet in the sermon. The preacher is the person in the middle.

John Stott is often quoted for a single chapter out of his book Between Two
Worlds. In chapter four he shows the various metaphors for a preacher out of Scripture:
herald, sower, ambassador, steward, shepherdbastor and wovkman. He then goes on to

present a new metaphor, that of a bridge builder, which is admittedly non-biblical in a
literal sense. “In developing the picture of preaching as a bridge-building operation, I am
not proposing anything new. Chstian preachers in every age have seen the need to
relate God’s revelation to the times in which they lived, and have responded to the
challenge” (147). Whether it is the about politics, sex, or social issues, Stott agrees with

A. W. Tozer in affirming that “Christ is everyman’s contemporary” (17).
Donald English sees a myriad of challenges to a relevant message. Along with
the traditional challenges of reason and science, newer challenges arise like moral and
ethical relativism, genetics, and the Internet. The question is not whether the challenges
are greater, they are simply today’s challenges.
Thielicke calls for worldly preaching (Stott for worldly pveachevs), and places the
call in its historical perspective when he says,
The Reformation doctrine of justification. . .constitute(s)the core of the thesis that
there be no fundamental dividing wall between the sacred and the profane,. . .the
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message of the Word become flesh must be spoken in worldly terns. . .it must
meet people where they are. (95)
“The sermon must be contemporary, it must correspond with the time in which it
is preached: it is linked with the venture of the witness who trusts the Spirit who moves
where he wills” (97).
Thomas

in Preaching the Literarv Forms of the Bible, repeatedly calls the

preacher to ask the question, “How may the sermon, in a new setting, say and do what the
text says and does in its setting?” He also says, “The best biblical scholarship. . .is done
by those who work while hearing the sound of the preacher, Concerned about Sunday’s
sermon, knocking on the study door” (Preface). I would paraphrase that to say, “the best
sermon preparation is done by those hearing the sound of the listener, concerned about
living Monday through Saturday, knocking on the study door.”
Greg Ogden, writing with a heart to involve the laity at all levels, including the
sermon, says, “So often what God’s people get in preaching is not logs to keep the fire
ablaze, but twigs that are barely enough to keep it flickering. . .preaching that focuses
people on the inherent power and relevance of the Word and not simply. . .the preacher

. . .is essential for equipping” (132-133).
Karl Barth is famous for the statement to preach with the Bible in one hand and
the newspaper in the other. James E. White, in his article, “The High Road to
Credibility,” writes:
The challenge today is to take the timeless truths of the Bible and proclaim them
in a way that captures the attention of the modem listener. Credibility is gained
when you preach with the Bible in one hand and, to butcher Barth’s famous line,
CNN in the other. When Jesus spoke to the woman at the well, he talked of
water. When he dialogued with fishermen, he talked of fishing. When he
conversed with tax collectors, he spoke of money. The apostle Paul, confronted
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with Greek philosophers on Mars Hill, responded with a conversation rooted in
Greek philosophy. Their strategy was to establish relevance, and then within that
context, proclaim biblical truth. Our goal is translation -- not transformation -- of
the message. (54)
How do we make the biblical sermon relevant? Stuart Briscoe says, “I pass my
sermon material through what I call the ‘So What?’ test for relevance. There’s no
problem with the Scriptures. They’re relevant. But I have to do my part to make the
sermon as relevant as the Scriptures, because I want people leaving saying, ‘I see!’ and
not ‘So What?”’ (68). That is done, says Robinson, by “the basic principle. . .give as
much biblical information as the people need to understand the passage, and no more.
Then move on to your application” (Biblical Preaching 57). “Sermons should proceed or
move in such a way as to give the listener something to think, feel, decide, and do during
the p r e a c h g ” (Craddock Preaching 25).
Though Calvin Miller, in Marketplace Preaching, approaches the preaching task
in different locations and from different perspectives theologically, the following three
lists of steps toward a relevant sermon reflect many of the same goals:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Talk to the world in a language it understands
Talk honestly
Caring about Sociology
Open to Ready Change
Coping with Cultural Diversity
Keeping a Distinct Message
Putting Ministry Ahead of Theology
Meeting Narcissism with Self-Denial (27)

Rick Warren, who pastors Saddleback Community Church in California, prepares
his sermons by checking them against the following questions:
1. To whom will I be preaching?
2. What does the Bible say about their need?
3. What is the most practical way to say it?
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4. What is the most positive way to say it?
5. What is the most encouraging way to say it?
6. What is the simplest way to say it?
7. What is the most personal way to say it?
8. What is the most interesting way to say it?
(How to Communicate to Change Lives)
Grant Osbome says, “The ‘horizon’of the listeners must be fused with the
‘horizon’ of the text in true expository preaching. The preacher must ask how the biblical
writer would have applied the theological truths of the passage if he were addressing
them to the modem congregation” (12). This is the task of contextualizing the message;
making it relevant. “The study of scripture can never be complete until one has moved
from text to context. . .the theory has now been provided by missiologists, and it is
important to note that what they call ‘contextualization’ is identical with what
homeliticians call ‘application”’ (3 18). Osborne has developed a list that takes him to the
contextualization of the sermon:
Five-stage process for the task of contextualization:
1. Determine the surface message
2. Determine the deep structure principle behind the message.
3. Note the original situation.
4. Discover the parallel situation in the modem context.
5. Decide whether to contextualize at the general or the specific level.
(337- 338)
Without relevance the sermon can become dull. P. T. Forsyth knew a cure. “The
cure for pulpit dullness is not brilliance, as in literature. It is reality” (62). Michael
Green pulls no punch: “It is a crime to make Jesus dull” (“Effective”)! George
MacDonald called it the Three Grand Essentials. In every sermon he wanted to give the
listener, (1) Something to do, (2) Someone to love, and (3) Something to hope for (Miller
Marketplace 54).
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Craddock believes preaching comes from a three-level understanding of a
relationship with God and relevance to the people. He says that preaching first of all
comes, “proceeding from silence. How one understands a word as an event in the world

of sound depends to a great extent upon whether that word is experienced against a
backdrop of silence or in a room of many words” (Preaching 52). He goes on to explain,
“God’s silence is integral to God’s revelation. God does not talk all the time” (53).
Preaching should be “a word tossed against the clear glass of silence behind which people
sit waiting and asking, ‘Is there a word from the Lord”’ (54).
The next step for bringing the message to the listener in preaching is that the
message is “heard in a whisper” (55).
The silence surrounding God’s activity and purposes has been broken, not by our
noisy opinions but by God’s revelation. . . . If God rolled a ball of thunder from
east to west, booming unmistakably ‘I Love You,’ then some of us missed it.
How, then, has God broken the silence? Not with a shout, but in a whisper; that is
to say, in ways not all have heard. (55)
The task of the preacher to make this whisper available to the listener is
exacerbated because, “The eyes and ears of faith are the eyes and ears of everyone” (58).
“The blessing of confidence, and the freedom that accompanies it, is the fi-uit of, not the
prerequisite of, faith. . . . The plain, though often painfbl, truth about a whisper is that not
everyone hears it” (59).
Craddock is not leaning over the cliff of gnosticism with these thoughts. He
places a heavy responsibility upon the preacher to be faithful with what he or she hears
and makes clear the fact that “in order to hear the whisper of revelation, one must still
have the capacity, however abused since Eden, to recognize the voice” (60).
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Third, and most exciting, is the fact that preaching should be “shouted from the
housetop” (60). “To hear in a whisper does not at all mean one is to preach in a whisper.
The Word of God at the ear is a whisper; at the mouth it is a shout.” Why is this so
important? “To preach in a whisper is to be seduced by a deadly and heretical equation:
all do not hear = all cannot hear = all are not supposed to hear” (60). There is a
temptation to think like a Gnostic with the information the preacher has received from
God.
What is the great separation from such a Gnostic-motivated approach, however
subtle it might be? “Instead of locating the whisper at the ear of the hearer, Gnostics
placed the whisper on the lips of the speaker” (60). That is the difference. The preacher
is to shout the news from the housetops and to do so in a way that all can understand.
Relevance does not have anything to do with volume: ranting and raving,
Craddock eloquently points out, “A quiet voice through a cabin door, ‘President Lincoln
says we’re free,’ is no less a shout than seventy-six trombones down Main Street on the
Fourth of July” (63).

Relevant through Identification
“Human experience doesn’t become the basis of our message,
but it can validate what we’re saying.”
Ralph Lewis

Craig Loscalzo, in his book Preaching Sermons that Connect, has raised an issue
that surfaces over and again in the writings of others, but he has given it a name:
Identzfication. Quoting Daniel Fogarty in Roots for a New Rhetoric, he says that

identification is “a belonging to a group of people or becoming one with them” (15). The
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preacher, in order to make a lasting impact on his or her listeners, must become part of
the group. Loscalzo says, “To expect a hearing just because you are ‘the preacher’ is
naive” (17). Loscalzo is using the term identijkation in a different manner from the
traditional use in regards to preaching. Most often identification has had to do with the
preacher getting the congregation to identi@ with the dynamics of the text (Thompson
40).

This characteristic overlaps with the two categories of “relevantly presented” and
“God’s called preacher.” In fact, it may be a synthesizing of those two. Loscalzo states,
“Preaching that enables the Bible’s message to intersect the Monday-through-Saturday
lives of people is worthy of the name Christian" (17). Using Burke as the springboard for
his thoughts on identification, Loscalzo suggests that persons are persuaded when you
talk the talk through “speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, attitude, idea, identzfiing

your ways with theirs” (20).
This level of identification must blend with the call to character and ethos in the
following section, “God’s called preacher,” to be sure. Gardner Taylor, prince of
preachers, in an interview in Leadership said, “The Christian preacher is called upon to
declare to the people the theological truths of God, but he or she has to get the theology
into the street where the people live. That means knocking on the doors where people
reside. The preacher must go see what their lives are all about” (20).
Bishop Sundo Kim, pastor of the largest Methodist Church in the world, insists on
the importance of one or two pastoral visits a week in his schedule. “How else can I
know my people?” (Talkback session with Beeson pastors in Korea, March, 1996)
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Speaking at Southeastern Baptist Seminary, Haddon Robinson told the audience,
“They need to know that you care for them and that you care about them, for a God who
couldn’t care more cannot be represented by a person who couldn’t care less” (“Preaching
for Pastoral Ministry” 1996). From a leadership perspective John Maxwell says, “People
do not care how much I know unless they know how much I care” (22). From a pastoral
view Warren asks, “Do you love the people you preach to?” (Purpose 212).
The preacher must bring together two worlds; the world of the study and the
world of the listener. Great preachers can tie the two together with their own lives
serving as a bridge. Craddock explains this:
One begins then with study in order to have something to say. There are two
focuses. . . .One focus is upon the listeners, including their contexts:
personal, domestic, social, political, economic. (It can be accompanied by a
“eureka” of discovery.) The other is upon the biblical text, including its contexts:
historical, theological, and literary. (This, too, can be accompanied by a
“eureka.”). . . . Unless the (preacher) has two eurekas, it is unlikely the listeners
will have one. (Preaching 85)
The preacher is duty-bound to discover and identify with the world of the listener.
The Bible offers several examples of leaders and prophets who identified with their
listeners so as to have an more effective ministry to them. Ezekiel, before he began to
prophesy to the exiles in their plight, spent seven days with the exiles and felt their pain
(Ezekiel 3: 15). Loscalzo, recalling Henry Mitchell’s book, The Recovery of Preaching,
tells of a sennon on Ezekiel’s call to be God’s prophet. “Mitchell spoke of Ezekiel’s
great courage to sit where his hearers sat, to feel what they felt, to experience what they
experienced, to see life as they saw it. Ezekiel identified with his hearers, becoming one
of them rather than standing over against them” (16). Moses on various occasions put his
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life on the line before God to identify with the children of Israel and to intercede for
them. Nehemiah spent three days just looking at the broken down walls of Jerusalem
before calling for them to be rebuilt.
Kinlaw uses the person of Jeremiah as a good example of identification. He
suffered with the people, not only because of the people. He proves this by noting,
But later, when Christ appeared, the Jews were reminded of Jeremiah. What was
the perceived similarity?. . .it was their personal identification with the sufferings
of their people. If a pastor’s ministry involves no personal identification, it really
isn’t Chstian ministry in the full sense of the term. (38)
He goes on to say that “if he keeps himself aloof from the everyday struggles of his
people, they are going to keep themselves aloof from him” (39).
The apostle Paul in the sermons of the book of Acts exemplified identification. In
chapter thirteen verses sixteen through forty-one, before the Jews in Pisidian Antioch, he
spoke of the history and the great prophets of Israel. He used words like “our fathers”
(Kinlaw 17), and “it is to us the message. . .” (26), and “witnesses to our people” (31).
He preached to a group of people in a manner that they knew and with words they
understood.
He was quite different when he stood before a group of Greek philosophers on
Mars Hill in chapter seventeen. This sermon is one of the great examples of
identification in the Scriptures. It was not out of the ordinary that Paul preached as he did
to the Jews. He was a Jew! The shocking lesson came as we found him speaking in the
words and style of the Greeks when he had that opportunity. He walked their streets. He
observed their customs. He gained a sense of their culture and even of their literature.

Who knows, maybe he even sang some of their songs! He identified with them and was

Grout 33
able to preach to them. We can understand why Paul wrote, “Yes, I try to find common
ground with everyone so that I might bring them to Christ.” (1 Corinthians 9:22 New
Living Translation)
The clearest example of identification in Scripture, indeed of all human existence,
is Jesus Christ. The incarnation represents the epitome of identification. Mark 2:16- 17 is
just one example of Jesus’ decision to identie with the ones he wanted to speak to. He
was being questioned for his decision to identify even to the point of eating with tax
collectors and sinners. He responded, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the
sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.” Jesus knew he had to bring the
message of the kingdom to them. He identified with them.
Loscalzo reflects on a result of this identification by the preacher saying, “The
preachers who most effectively challenged my attitudes and actions did so because of
their words and actions. I perceived an authenticity that coaxed and moved me to listen
to what they had to say” (16).
How is this to be done today in the actual presentation of the sermon? To be sure
this is a task that is done in the study and on the street as well as in the pulpit, but how is
it done in the pulpit?
Perhaps one of the present day masters in identification preaching is Bill Hybels
of the Willowcreek Church. In Mastering Contemporary Preaching, he explains how he
selects 60-70 percent of his illustrations fkom current events and does so because that
kind of illustration builds credibility and creates an even footing with the listener. (37)
Where did Hybels learn this concept? ‘‘I learned this principle from studying the parables
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of Jesus. . .these ‘illustrations’ weren’t rabbinic authorities but stones of things average
people saw everyday” (16). Jesus, the master preacher, identified with his listeners. The
call is for incarnational preaching. “Incarnation (exchanging one world for another) not
just translation (exchanging one language for another) is the Christian model of
communication” (Stott 150).
The incarnation was the reality of Jesus Christ’s identification and must be the
model for the preacher as well. Not in the sense of divinity and humanity, it is a matter of
two different poles. “Preaching must recognize that it stands between the attraction of

two powerful poles: to its right, ‘the faith once delivered,’ the historical given of the
eternal Word; to its left, the present situation, the existential given of our contemporary
culture” (Fant Preaching 28). Biblical preachmg involves bridging “the gulf between the
biblical and the modern worlds, and must be equally earthed in both” (Stott 10).
Craddock says it with a term he calls empathetic imagination. “Empathetic
imagination is the capacity to achieve a large measure of understanding of another person
without having had the person’s experiences” (95). “Until [the preacher has] a clear
focus on the relation between pausing to pick up strays and cripples and marching to
Zion, no formula for maintaining empathetic imagination will really work” (Preaching
96).
At times preaching with identification means to preach what the community wants
to preach.
Preaching is like prayer not only in the sense that God is the audience, but also
in the sense that the message is the church’s; it did not arrive in town with the
pastor but was already there. When the pastor stands among them to preach, the
parishioners who have said, “Pray for us; we do not know how to pray as we
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ought,” just as eagerly say, “Preach for us; we do not know how to speak as we
ought.” (Preachinq 44)
Relevant through Listening
“Humble listening is indispensable to relevant preaching.”
(Stott 192)

This characteristic can be misunderstood if applied literally to the act of
preachmg. It has more to do with the living and preparing that goes into a sermon than in
the actual delivery. That does not mean that the preacher simply steps into the pulpit and
closes the door to the people in the congregation, allowing only his or her voice to go out
and nothing to come in. Craddock helps to explain by saying, “The listeners participate
in the sermon before it is born. The listeners speak to the preacher before the preacher
speaks to them; the minister listens before saying anything” (Preaching;25). “It goes
without saying that listening and observing are irreplaceable keys to understanding”
(Preachinq 96).
Harding speaks of the necessity of listening, explains his understanding of it, and
then gives the results of listening when he says, “Pastors interested in church growth will
readily understand the importance of the ministry of listening. Preaching that fiees the
church to grow lets the people know they are being heard. Their needs and pains are
taken seriously” (41).
What does it mean to listen in sermon preparation?
Authentic listening during sermon preparation relies heavily upon the decoding
process by repeatedly asking questions such as these: What feelings are evident
in this story, or psalm, or event, or conversation or letter? Are there any feeling
words that one could attend to for clues? If there are none, the question may still
be raised, what feelings or emotions would I anticipate in this situation? What
would I feel? What is the tone and mood that seems to come through? (42)
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What is the result? “The Biblical text becomes contemporary; Biblical persons
come alive, and the text is experienced from withm a truly significant dialogue” (42).
“Preaching that is informed by authentic listening becomes the sharing of a dialogue
process. The pastor has been listening to the people and to the Biblical text” (45).
Robinson reflects on how we can identify with others unlike ourselves. “The same
way novelists do: listening and observing. Listen to the people you counsel,. . .
conversations. . .in restaurants and stores. Observe characters in movies and common
people. . . . Note how these people state their concerns -- their phrasing, their feelings,
their issues. Get an ear for dialogue” (“Preaching to Everyone”l00).
Along with the idea of listening is the result, a good conversation. Miller brings
back to the forefi-ont the meaning of homily as being primarily a convevsation. He says
that “conversation and not oratory is the basis for preaching” (55). The marketplace
sermon must be one of dialogue between the pulpit and the people. To accomplish this
he insists that marketplace preaching must be: (1) relational, ( 2 ) casual, (3) colloquial,
and (4) relevant (Marketplace Preaching 72).
Bringing the ideas of identification and listening together, Donald English harkens
back to Ralph Lewis, “. . .taking the experience of our congregation seriously is not
merely advisable, it is vital” (37). He then suggests an interesting exercise. “Delete from
the Gospels all reference to the people with whom Jesus was dealing, and then see how
much sense one can make of his words or actions! How would that test affect our
preaching” (37)?

Relevant through Understandable Language
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Rick Warren, in his seminar “How to Communicate to Change Lives,” observes
that “every major awakening came when the Word was put into the words of the common
man” (1 995). In The Purpose Driven Church, he notes that “Our English word
communication comes from the Latin communis, which means ‘common.’ You can’t

communicate with people until you find somethmg you have in common with them”
(294). Though not always appreciated, the common ground is language.

The preacher need not be misunderstood in the presentation of the great truths of
Scripture due to language. “Spurgeon was right: the people in the marketplace cannot
learn the language of the academy, so the people in the academy must learn the language
of the marketplace. It’s the pastor’s job to translate” (Robinson, Biblical 58).
Bama clarifies. “Simple does not mean simplistic. Simple may still be
sophisticated, but it carefblly avoids convolution” (23). Wesley understood the need for
plain words in preaching. “I design plain talk for plain people: Therefore, of set purpose,

I abstain from all nice and philosophcal speculations; from all perplexed and intricate
reasonings; and, as far as possible, from even the show of learning, unless in sometimes
citing the Scripture”

V Preface).

Craddock speaks for the listener when he says,
They expect to hear the old but in a new way, not simply to make it interesting
but to help them look upon old landscapes with a new eye. Words can be strung
together into sentences and piled into paragraphs, words that are religious,
biblical, and true, and yet do nothing. They do not raise a window, open a door,
build a fire, or offer a chair. So, what does this audience want, oratory? No; they
want some insight. . . . Listeners desire to be brought in to the presence of God.
(Preaching 89)
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He explains it to the preacher when he says, “Interpretation -- or more commonly
in the academy, hermeneutics -- is the process of ascertaining for a reader or readers the
meaning of a document written to another reader or readers” (125).
Thielicke asks, “Where is the average person today who, when he hears the word
‘sin,’ really hears what the New Testament meant by that word?. . .And the word ‘Christ’
itself (36)? The point is that we need to say what we mean by these terms: we dare not
throw them at people as supposedly valid coins whose value is immediately recognized
(37).

With that point well taken he continues by adding the reality of speaking in clear
language: “Here I would say that the more a man speaks in modem terms the more he
will be heard. And the more he is heard the greater will be the acceptance and the
rejection of his message, the more provocative it will be, and the more emphatic will be
the decisions and separations that result” (39).
Calvin Miller challenges a concept that has been associated with the word
colloquial and calls for reconsideration. “The word colloquial has often been a dirty

word in authoritarian homiletics. Still, people now only listen to those things spoken in
their language. Pulpit language must now be done in television words” (Marketplace 37).
Why is this so? “Preachers should remember that they were called out of a human
wilderness, and they need to hide their own sermons in that same wilderness language
that once appealed to them” (40).
George Hunter, in How to Reach Secular People, reminds the preacher that the
world around him or her is a missionary world.
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The effective communication of Chnstianity’s good news in the postChnstendom era for the West will resemble all missionary communication
challenges. Lesslie Newbigin’s threefold pattern for encountering any culture
with the gospel is useful in encountering our own. In Foolishness to the Greeks,
(he explains that the message must be): (1) In the language of the receptor
culture. . .’ (2) The missionary communication will call radically into question
that culture’s understanding of reality. . . . (3) Missionary communicators know
that when the receptor(s) discover faith and. . .conversion, t h s is to. . .be
attributed to a miracle, the work of God. . . . Effective missionary communication
always involves two dangers: In the attempt to be “relevant” one may fall into
syncretism, and in the effort to avoid syncretism one may become irrelevant.
(80)
The need to communicate is so great. The message is so important. The obstacles
are real. The preacher must choose words carefully. Miller calls for a more definite
choice of words by the exercise of synonym sifting. “The idea behind synonym sifting
means that we are searching for just the right word that most strongly carries an idea”
(107). The simple reason is “Weak words will not tell strong stories” (108). “‘The
difference between the right word and the nearly right’ commented Mark Twain, ‘is the
difference between lightning and the lightning bug”’ (Stott 234). Michael Green reminds
the preacher the goal is “not to preach to be understood but preach so as not to be
misunderstood” (“Effective”).
Donald English stresses the importance of right communication of the Good News
with the preacher being the first and most obvious vehicle by which it is communicated.
The preacher must be a “word artist.” “There are many other ways of communicating
Christian truth, but this one depends solely upon the use of words. Gestures are of course
significant, but no amount of gesture will make up for the lack of meaningful language on
the part of the preacher” (139).
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In Mastering ContemDorary Preaching, Robinson says, “We identify with the
needs and experiences of our people; we’re every bit as human as they are. But our task
is to speak a word that is qualitatively different from normal conversation. Effective
preaching combines the two and gives people hope that they can be better than they are”
(23). The people must know and be known by the preacher. With that understanding,
there must be a purpose for the preaching.

Relevant through Purpose
What has still not been mentioned is the “Why?” of preaching. What is the
objective of gathering the faithful and the unreached together to hear the preached Word

of God? Is there a reason for the sermon? Is it an accident that people gather to worship
and to hear the preaching? Loscalzo lifts up again the challenge, “The aim of preachmg
is to evoke a response to the gospel, a response that leads to intentional action in the lives
of our hearers. Preaching requires hearers to do more than merely agree with a sermon;

persuasive preaching aims at a change in behavior” (20).
Preaching is unique compared to other public addresses. “Preaching is not mere
speech; it is an event. In true preaching, something happens. Preacher and people are
brought together by the living flame of truth, as oxygen and matter are joined in living
encounter by fire. The eternal problem of the preacher is how to produce such a
response” (Donald Miller 13).
Calvin Miller draws a New Testament distinction in proclamation:
In the New Testament ,there is a proclaiming difference between kerusso and
apokalupto. Kerusso is exhortation. . .(115). The indicative sermon now must
preach persuadingly only as it has the imperatives of God. Our “thus-saith-the
Lords” must remain in place, but they must gain their force through inductive
process. This being so, apokulupso is the key to great preaching. As divine
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anchorpersons, preachers must spend all week marshaling the evidence for their
Sunday morning argument. Acts 17 is the great example of this. (Marketplace
116)
Miller lists four good persuaders for the preacher in the sermon: (1) statistics, (2)
footnoted highlights, (3) primary sources, and (4) mandated alternatives (Marketplace
119),
Grant Osborne shows that in the area of hermeneutics there is need for persuasion.
While secular hermeneutics concludes with the impartation of meaning and
significance, biblical hermeneutics is not finished until the hearer is persuaded of
the relevance and truthhlness of the message and motivated to act accordingly
. . . . The audience is told how to apply the message to their lives, persuaded with
respect to its importance and motivated to change their lives accordingly - that is,
to put the points into practice. (352) The key is to persuade through the dynamic
of the text itself. (353)
George Hunter shows that Chnstian communicators have been looking for the
best ways to be persuasive for centuries.
Augustine was the first to perceive that the Christian communicator needs to
learn secular communication theory to better communicate Chnstian truth. Using
a metaphor from Exodus, he recommended that the Chnstian preacher and
teacher “plunder the Egyptians. . .for their gold.” Aristotle...unpacked the three
common components involved in effective communication. . .-- the
communicator, the message, and the audience. . .his model shows that persuasion
takes place in an interplay between the ethos of the communicator, the logos of
the message, and the pathos of the audience. (74)
Hunter expands on the three common components:
The ethos referred to three characteristics of the communicator -- intelligence,
character, and good will, as perceived by the audience. The Zogos of the message,
Aristotle observed that the message must make sense to the audience. By the
pathos of the audience, Aristotle referred to the emotional state of the audience.
(74)

In the thinking of John Broadus, application is the key to persuasion.
“Application, in the strict sense, is that part, or those parts, of the discourse in which we
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show how the subject applies to the persons addressed, what practical instructions it
offers them, what practical demands it makes upon them” (21 1). The word “practical”
fits in with several of the already mentioned categories.
Preaching is not just a matter of bringing together people from the context of the
Scriptures -- time, place and persons; it is also a matter of bringing out meaning.
Preaching must be for a purpose. “Preaching is an intentional act designed to do
somethmg” (Loscalzo 18). A sermon may be trylng to accomplish more than one
purpose. The semon may have encouragement as its goal, it may be a call to forgive
those who have wronged you, or to extend a specific challenge about attitudes. Loscalzo
refers to Raymond Bailey’s challenge that “good preaching is both persuasive and
revelation. We as preachers have to find the words, we have to find the images, we have
to find the illustrations that will open the door for persons to see the revelation of God,
experience the revelation of God” (18). “Also, persuasive preaching calls not only for
individual response but also for corporate responses from the community of faith, the
church” (19). “Preaching requires hearers to do more than merely agree with a sermon;
persuasive preaching aims at a change in behavior” (20).
The purpose of a sermon, according to Phillip Brooks, is the “persuading and
moving of people’s souls” (1 10). But it also has to do with ministering to specific needs
in the lives of specific people who make up the congregation. Briscoe puts into words the
reality that the preacher faces each week. “Sitting in my congregation on any given
Sunday are a multitude of needs and expectations, levels of maturity and orientations.
And I’m supposed to offer a preaching menu to nourish each one of them. That means
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I’ve got to be an intentional biblical nutritionist” (Mastering;45). The preacher is
responsible to feed the congregation a diet of preaching that is sufficient to maintain
growth.
Rick Warren is up fi-ont with the fact that he preaches to influence change in his
listeners. He says, “If the goal is to change lives then application is the main task of
preaching. Interpretation is not enough. Interpretation without Application leads to
Abortion. The key to personal change is to tell it like it could be, not like it is” (“How to
Communicate to Change Lives” 1995).
Although the purpose of preaching is multi-faceted, above all it is proclamation.
Along with the single focus must be a single purpose. As Roy Pearson put it, “The
primary purpose of preaching is surelypuoclamation. . . . The gospel does not live unless
it is proclaimed. . .so the sermon is a proclamation. It tells what God has done in
Chnst. . .” (15-17).
The purpose of the preacher is to try to bring about “a personal encounter between
God and the souls of his hearers” (Tizard qtd. in Reid). Reid further explains, “The
preacher should lead men to meet God face-to-face in such a way that they cannot escape
the impact of God upon their lives” (39).
Donald English is convinced that biblical preaching must lead to atonement,
repentance, and conversion. There must be a reality of and confrontation with sin, both
individual and corporately.
As long as sin is defined solely in individual terms, with equally individual
results, repentance can easily be cast in the mold of regret, remorse, and genuine
sorrow. . . . What must be made clear, however, is that repentance is about much
more than emotional reflection on our own wrongdoing. . . . metanoia is not about
emotional response. It means a change of mind and involves accepting, as a
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matter of rational conclusion, that one has been going in the wrong direction,
doing the wrong things, and having the wrong attitudes. And it means
determining to live differently from now on. (57)

Relevant through a Single Focus
One strong asset for a preacher is using a single focus to the sermon. The idea of
a single focus is not really new but it is gaining acceptance. Listeners today will not fight
the preacher to get at the point of the sermon. The average churchgoer is only half
listening to begin with. What is the preacher’s best approach to the sermon? Keep to one
idea.
Thielicke quotes a preacher of the eighteenth century, Aloys Henhofer (b. 1789),
who said he did not want to preach rabbit sermons but stag sermons. “‘A hunter who is
out to shoot the stag lets the rabbits go; otherwise he will drive away the stag’. So in
preaching one must know what one is after, and then one must concentrate on that” (55).
He continues with a theological reflection on the single-focused sermon. “Therefore we
should not try to crowd all eternity into one sermon. Only the devil’s time is short; (Rev.
12:12) and the only the faithless are worried that time may be in his hands and not in the
hands of God (Ps. 31:15)” (61).
Arriving at the single focus of the text and the sermon is the product of the
preacher’s study. James Black says, “Out of the wide text a narrower passage should be
selected but it should be done in such a way as to make the entire book and single passage
speak as one. The key is to be sure that enough study has gone into the passage to make
it speak” (80).
Calvin Miller reiterates this: “Never forget the sermon’s only point should be
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encapsulated within the focal passage” (Marketplace 102). He is stringent in this demand
on the sermon. “The single point of the sermon should never be broadened to include

other ideas. The marketplace mind will respond to a tight, non-rambling, single-focused
presentation. The sermon logo is a one-to-seven word phrase that states the theme of the
sermon” (103). James Daane uses underlining to drive home the point: “Every sermon
must say one thing only; and this one thing must be capable of statement in a single
sentence (58). Craddock’s humor helps put his conviction across. “To say one thing
each Sunday for fifty weeks is good medicine; to say fifty things each Sunday is to
distribute aspirin in the waiting room” (102). “The desired unity has been gained when
the preacher can state his central germinal idea in one simple affirmative sentence” (As
One Without Authority 103).

A sermon needs a single focus, according to Stott, for two reasons. “First,
because every text has a main theme. Then there is a second reason. . .namely that one of
the chief ways in which a sermon differs from a lecture is that it aims to convey one

major message” (224-225).
Voices of Warning
“If you marry the spirit of your own generation,
you will be a widow in the next”
W. R. Inge (Guiness 63)
Even with all these aspects to emphasize the importance of relevance, voices of
caution should be heard. Stott is definite in clarifying the source of the agendas. “Instead

of asking ‘what does modem man have to say to the Church,?’ they should start asking
‘what does the Church have to say to modern man?’” (89). Miller would say, “The
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church needs to know what the world wants to hear in a sermon, and yet also find a tt’ay
to give it what it needs to hear in a sermon” (Marketdace 3 1). Never one to mince
words, William Willimon points out, “My ‘felt needs’ before I meet the Bible, are usually
the result of sin rather than the path to salvation’’ (76). He continues, “Every time we let
the world set the homiletical agenda. . .we lose the battle before it begins” (76).

Os Guiness raises legitimate concerns in his book, Dining with the Devil. There
must be some “critical tensions.” Guiness recalls the words of Origen in the tlurd century
teaching that Christians are ‘‘free to plunder the Egyptians,” but forbidden to “set up a
golden calf fiom the spoils.” A critical tension must be guarded. c‘cIn/notof,’ ‘no
longednot yet,’ ‘fiee to utilize/forbidden to idolize’ -- each contrast expresses the critical
tension with the world we are required to maintain.” The Hartford Declaration put it in
the challenge of being “against the world for the world” (Guiness 30-3 1). He goes on to
say, “It is perfectly legitimate to convey the gospel in cartoons to a nonliterary generation
incapable of rising above MTV. . . , But five years later, if the new disciples are truly won
to Chnst, they will be reading and understanding Paul’s letter to the Romans” (28-29).
Donald English agrees: “We are not to address modern situations, problems, and
people in a way that trims the sails of theological truth to the wind of popular opinion.
Rather Chnstian doctrine reaches out with loving hands to bring new life and meaning
where people are” (44). “The link is not always obvious, and the biblical preacher will
need to know both subjects” (31). “If biblical preachers will not take up this task, then
we may find biblical preaching being pushed to the sidelines of life more and more. We
have reached a critical moment in the history of biblical preaching, and only biblical
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preachers can do something about it” (32). “We may not copy the political candidate’s
conclusion: These are my convictions and if you don’t like them I can change them! We
have to be both true to the original gospel and relevant to our culture” (83).
The preaching task is not unique to any individual, but that individual has a
unique responsibility to be prepared to represent God before his or her listeners. That
responsibility encompasses personal preparation in the study and in the prayer closet. It
is a responsibility to be on the streets and in the Word. The preacher is pulled between

two poles of understanding. Thielicke gives a final encouraging word, “The only man
who can assume such a bold and hazardous task is one who is convinced that he need not
bear the responsibility for its success and that Another is there interceding for him” (24).

BIBLICAL PREACHING -- THROUGH GOD’S CALLED PREACHER
The Personhood of God’s Called Preacher
‘‘Preachingis truth presented through personality. ’’
Phillip Brooks is well known for this oft-quoted definition of preaching. That
statement, defined in contemporary terms, is greatly limited in its impact. Some have
pleasant personalities, others are not so pleasant. Does this qualify or disqualify the
preacher? Such a limited definition is not what Brooks had in mind. In an earlier time,
personality was a term that encompassed much more than just interpersonal relationshps.
It was the totality of the person. I believe that such must be the understanding of the
person of the preacher in biblical preachmg today.
This is not always easy; it is not always fair. It is a reality, according to Loscalzo,
that “Who you are perceived to be has an effect on what you have to say when you
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preach. Who you are is not the issue, but who your hearersperceive you to be. We may
not like the sound of that but it is radically true” (59).
Robinson is a seasoned and well-traveled preacher. His observation comes from a
ministry that encompassed both the successful pulpit and traveling preacher. He says,
“When people listen to a Minister they don’t know well, they tend to ask Is what he says
true? But the more the people know you, the more they tend to ask, Does he do what
he’s talking about? Is this person in that illustvation the person I ~ o w ”(Biblical 136)?

The congregation place their expectations on the preacher. The preacher is
perceived to be a person above the rest in certain areas of his or her life. Not of higher
worth but of higher character. “The preacher is expected to be a person of faith, passion,
authority, and grace. Faith makes one believable. . . . Passion makes one persuasive....
Authority is what gives one the right to speak. . . . Grace is that which keeps the speaker a
listener” (Preaching 24-25).
The truth is that the preacher is a public figure in the community. He or she gets
up in public every week to speak a word to a people who are listening and watching. Can
the preacher hold the same level of trust that the other public figures in a community
hold? James E. White shares some sad realities and some good advice:
Today, media personalities hold center stage in the public trust, while Chnstian
communicators are left standing in the wings. . .the dilemma any communicator
faces -- you must be believed to be heard. Christian communicators, though,
have the added burden of proclaiming an often unpopular, counter-cultural
message. Five areas that help earn and maintain credibility:
Accuracy
Authenticity
Integrity
Reason
The Bible (Leadership 1995)
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That is not an easy word to hear. Preaching is never done in a vacuum. The
pressures of society and personal life are always part of the mix. There is a good side to
this, however. It has to do with the reason the preacher is doing what he or she is doing
in the first place. It has to do with the preacher’s life experiences.
Kinlaw says, “The things that happen in a preacher’s personal life have a great
deal to do with what happens when he preaches. He cannot preach effectively out of
anyone else’s experience; he comes out of his own.” That is followed by the affirmation
that “the call to preach comes not because we are worthy, but because Chnst has a world
to save and he has no one else to help Him in the task but you and me. When we stand in
the pulpit, we must be aware. . .that we are there by virtue of His saving power and His
call to the ministry, not by any virtue of OUT own” (40).
Thielicke cuts to the chase on his views of the person of the preacher and his or
her preaching:
This is the point, it seems to me, where the secret distrust of Chnstian preaching
is smoldering. Behind all the obvious and superficial criticisms -- such as that the
sermon is boring, remote from life, irrelevant -- there is, I am convinced, this
ultimate reservation, namely that the man who bores others must also be boring
lumself. And the man who bores himself is not really living in what he so
boringly hands out. (9)
He goes on to add that the people “sense that actually he is living alongside of his
message, that he has a plurality of passions, and that, as Kierkegaard would say, he does
not have ‘the punty to will one thing”’ (14).
Yes, it is a matter of personality, but in the fullest sense of the word. The ethos,
integrity, character of the preacher are also major factors in the communication of the
truth of the gospel. As John Maxwell puts it, “Integrity has high influence value. The
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first key to greatness is to be in reality what I appear to be. Image is what the people
think I sun. Integrity is what I really am” (10). Such a statement is counter-cultural in
this “image is everything” age in which we live.
Along with all the expectations is the reality of uniqueness which every preacher
possesses. This is to be celebrated. Warren Wiersbe wrote an article on the “Patented
Preacher.” In it he says, “No two preachers can preach the same sermon because no two
preachers are the same. In fact, no one preacher can preach the same message twice if he
is living and growing at all. The human personality is a vital part of the preaching
ministry. . . . If your personality doesn’t shine through your preaching, you’re only a
robot” (70-71). He finishes the article with these words, “Preaching is not what we do; it
is what we are. When God wants to make a preacher, he has to make a person, because
the work we do cannot be isolated from the life we live” (73).

The Priorities of God’s Called Preacher
‘ t o t h i n gwill more quickly rid us of laziness and coldness,
of hypocrisy, cowardice, and pride
than the knowledge that God sees, hears, and takes account. ”
John R. W Stott (339)

Donald English calls for the preacher to be a spiritualperson, an earthy person
and a dedicated person (129- 140). Attention needs to focus on the preacher as a spiritual

person. It is not easy to keep one’s spiritual life at its best all the time. Yet the person in
the pew is expecting the preacher to be spiritually prepared.

The Spiritual Life of the Preacher

“It takes twenty years to make a sermon
because it takes twenty years to make a man. ’’
E. M. Bounds (Power 13)
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Many would make a case for the importance of the prayer/devotional life of the
minister as his or her primary concern. That becomes especially true when attention is
turned to preaching. If the preacher is an empty well, the hearers will not be refreshed
with a thirst-quenching message. This is often overlooked because of the time element in
developing this life of devotion and prayer. This aspect of what gets first priority will be
addressed more later.
Calvin Miller, though writing about Marketplace Preachinq as a way of looking at
the most relevant and powerhl way to preach, reaches back to the seventeenth century to
call out the words of Richard Baxter: “The best preaching is not only thought over for
several days before it is preached, but that it is prayed over for several days as well.”
Baxter wrote: “Prayer must carry on our work as well as our preaching. For he that does
not pray for his people will not preach powerfully to his people. If we do not prevail with
God to give them faith and repentance then we are unlikely to prevail with them to
believe and repent” (51).
This aspect of depth in prayer and devotional life is more than just a matter of
power in the pulpit. Credibility is at stake. Thielicke anticipates the question of the
person sitting in the pew when he asks, “Does the preacher himself drink what he hands
out in the pulpit? That is the question being asked by the child of our time who has been
burned by publicity and advertising” (3). Is what the preacher says from the pulpit what
he lives? Thielicke wonders if it is “what fills the rest of his existence” (5). “The
question is. . .whether he quenches his own thirst with the Bible” (6). Thielicke observed
that in the pulpit, “Life and preachmg come into the closest contact” (8).
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What of the struggle to maintain ministry with only so many hours in the day?
Where does the strength for ministry and preaching come from? Kinlaw shares the
insight: “Our perpetual temptation in the ministry is to let the ministry take priority over
our personal walk with Christ. . . . The pressure to put the work first. . .is so easy to
justify. The reality, though, is that we always move from serving in His resources, gained
from intimacy with Him, to ministry that arises from our strength alone” (22). Harding
flips back the coin: “Ultimately the prayer and devotional life of the pastor must be
recognized as the center out of which the message is to flow” (25).

The Priority of Prayer
Prayer moves the arm
That moves the world
To bring deliverance down.
Author unknown

The aspect perhaps hardest to keep consistent in any Chstian’s life is prayer. I
say any Christian’s life because, as Oswald Sanders says, “Prayer indeed is the
Christian’s vital breath and native air. But, strange paradox, most of us find it hard to
pray” (85).
E. M. Bounds quotes Spurgeon: “Of course the preacher is above all others
distinguished as a man of prayer. He prays as an ordinary Christian, else he were a
hypocrite. He prays more than ordinary Christians, else he were disqualified for the
office he has taken” (28).
Jesus knew his need for prayer. Often he was found hidden away &om even his
disciples for time alone with God. Had prayer not been essential he would not have
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wasted his time at it. “But wait! Prayer is the dominant feature of His life and a
recurring part of His teaching. Prayer kept His moral vision sharp and clear. Prayer gave
Him courage to endure the perfect but painful will of His Father. Prayer paved the way
for transfiguration” (Sanders 86).
Eugene Peterson lists three essentials for successful ministry:
Three pastoral acts are so basic, so crucial, they determine the shape of everything
else. The acts are praying, reading Scripture, and giving spiritual direction. . . .
Besides being basic, these three acts are quiet. They do not call attention to
themselves and so are often not attended to. . . . Without these practices there can
be no developing substance in pastoral work.” (2,lO)
How can the preacher, attempting to manifest incarnate ministry, imagine himself
or herself able to maintain a spiritual life without regular and occasional extended seasons
of prayer? When approached in a letter by one of the pastors under him having difficulty
finding enough time to pray, Wesley replied, “Oh Begin! Fix some time each day for
prayer and scripture. Do it; whether you like or no. It is your life! Else you will be a
trifler of all your days” (Harper 11).
Paul describes the ministry of his fellow worker, Epaphras, on behalf of the
believers in Colossae as “always wrestling for you, that you may stand firm in all the will
of God, mature and filly assured. . .he is working for you” (Colossians 4:12-13 NIV).
Paul speaks of his own striving on behalf of the Colossians (1 :29; 2:l) and uses the word
for “agonize.” His prayer was a labor of love, but it was work. Sanders notes that Jesus
did his miracles without a sign of outward strain, but “he offered prayers and petitions
with loud cries and tears” (Hebrews 5:7) (87).
Donald Demaray ties the aspect of prayer and study together with a chapter on
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preparation for preaching in which he amplifies on the theme “Work as if it all depends
on you. . . . Pray as if it all depends on God” (Introduction 175-189). “God is the
foremost benefit of prayer” (182).
‘%ruitful study and fervent prayer live aizd die together.”
John Piper (60)

The Priority of Study
Biblical preaching is hard work. This may seem like a most obvious statement.
The truth is that most preaching literature does not touch this and perhaps assumes this
conviction. Sadder still, much preaching today reflects the fact that other ministry
responsibilities too often preempt the priority of preparation in the agenda of the
preacher.
Thielicke observes a bit roughly that the conventional preacher is an unfaithhl
witness because:

1. He is lazy. For the labor of interpretation and contemporization, the work of
“translation” is grueling work and it is never done without abortive trials and
breath- taking risks. He who simply repeats the old phrases takes no risks; it is
easy to remain orthodox and hew to the old line. But he who speaks to the hour’s
need and translates the message will always be skirting the edge of heresy. Only
he who risks hevesies can gain the truth.
2. Because he gives his hearers stones instead of bread, venevable stones to be
sure, but in this form they cannot be swallowed. (40-41)

Thielicke reflected on the fact that a juggler on stage could never do less than his
best or the audience would soon grow weary of watching. Many preachers give the
congregation less than their best and wonder why the congregation grows weary of
listening (43).
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Craddock asks, “And who can conceive of any greater motivation for preaching
our very best than this: there is at least one person in the sanctuary listening, one person
who, because of this sermon, may have a clearer vision, a brighter hope, a deeper faith, a
fbller love. That person is the preacher” (Preaching 222). Swindoll takes it to a higher
plane. “We should remember the King of Kings is also here, and it’s his message”
(Leadership).
The preacher cannot hide behind some false understanding of getting inspiration
at the moment of the preaching time instead of putting forth the effort in preparation.
“Believing in the Spirit does not cut our work in half. God’s activity in the world does
not reduce ours one iota. Any doctrine of the Holy Spirit that relieves me of my work
and its responsibilities is plainly false” (Craddock Preaching 30).

A sacred nature resides in the preacher’s responsibility to study. “Time spent in
study is never getting away from daily work but getting into daily work. Study is: (1) an
act of obedience,. . .(2)a time of worship,. . .(3) pastoral work,. . .and (4) a homiletical
act” (Craddock 70-71).
Greg Ogden writes, “Pastors must put a high priority on preparation to feed God’s
people. The ministry of prayer and study converge in the preparation time for preaching

. . . . Ruminating on the Scriptures with the unhurried opportunity for meditative time is
not stealing time from ministry -- it is ministry” (133). Henri Nouwen challenges the
preacher, “Our demon says: ‘We are too busy to pray; we have too many needs to attend
to, too many people to respond to, too many wounds to heal”’ (12).
Being the preacher, and doing the preaching, is an exercise in vulnerable
dependence on God. . . . But we may gladly accept the position of vulnerability,
because that coin has another side. The other side is that God accepts

Grout 56
responsibility for us. God risks being in our proclamation. There is no greater
privilege than to know that God called me, that God called me, that God called
me. (English 140)
Biblical preachmg is biblical tvuth -- relevantlypresented -- through God’s called
preacher. The messenger’s uniqueness finds its strength in the universality of the

message. God has a word for t h s world -- today. God will use vessels surrendered to the
purpose of proclaiming biblical truth. Biblical truth relevantly proclaimed through God’s
called preacher will bring the unchurched to Christ. Church growth will result.

BIBLICAL PREACHING AND CHURCH GROWTH
“Good preaching is essential to both aspects of church growth. There can be
good preaching without growth but there cannot be growth without good preaching. It is
conceivable that there could be numerical growth without good preaching but spiritual
growth without good preaching cannot be envisioned” (Price 484). This section of the
literature review examines the correlation between biblical preaching and church growth.
The literature shows that preaching and church growth have not always walked
hand in hand at the front of the parade. All church growth includes pastoral leadership as
key to growth. Not nearly all includes the specific task of preaching as vital to growth.
Times have changed to be sure, but preaching is still important to church growth.
Preaching may not be as important a growth factor today as in the 1920’s. But
neither is it that triviality we judged it to be in the sixties. A church must have its
act together in other places besides morning worship; but the pulpit will be one of
those obvious places where that together act is viewed by the public. (Herb Miller
Fishinq 105)
Hading shares out of his own experience as a district superintendent:

I observed that churches where pastors placed a high priority on preaching tended
to be growing churches. Where the message was dull, lifeless, poorly organized,

Grout 57
and ineffectively delivered, there seemed to be an atmosphere of defeat and
despair, followed closely by decline in attendance and membership. (5)
In meetings with other district superintendents and the bishop, Harding found that
“there was unanimous agreement that without effective preaching. . .renewal wouldn’t
‘happen.’ With effective preaching renewal could ‘happen’ in what appeared hopeless
situations” (15).
Interestingly enough, the conviction that preaching is essential to church growth
has not always been common consensus. Any class on church growth will verify that
several components in a package lead to a growing church. Preaching is one of them.
Preaching has not always been included in this package.
Much of the following research came from David E. Markle’s excellent
dissertation on preaching and church growth. Win Am, considered by most to be a
pioneer in the field of church growth principles, comments on preaching, “Indications are
that the sermon, by itself, is a relatively minor factor in the growth of the church. . . .
(T)he pastor who spends a high proportion of time visiting prospects and training laity for
outreach tends to have a church with significant growth” (12).

Am teamed up with McGavran to write Ten Stem for Church Growth. In the ten
steps, preaching is not mentioned. Ezra Earl Jones of the United Methodist Church, and
Robert Wilson of Duke University, wrote What’s Ahead for Old First Church? In a list
of qualities of the “downtown pastor,” “good preacher” is listed seventh. (68-73) At least
preaching made the list!
Most of the books on church growth which devalued the importance of preaching
were written in the 1970’s. “And so we come to the 1 9 6 0 ’ ~1970’s
~
and 1980’s. The tide
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of preaching ebbed, and the ebb is still low today. At least in the western world the
decline of preaching is a symptom of the decline of the Church” (Stott 43). There has
been a dramatic shift by those writing on preaching today.
Paul wrote of the need for preaching for any to even come to a saving knowledge

of Jesus Chnst. “For Christ did not send me to baptize but to preach the gospel, and not
with eloquent words, lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its power. . . . For necessity it
is laid upon me. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel,” (1 Corinthians 1:17; 9:16)
and in Romans 10:14, “But how are men to call upon him in whom they have not
believed? And how are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how
are they to hear without a preacher?”
Reflecting on how the church in the book of Acts grew, Calvin Miller writes,
Congregations sprang up in celebration of the sermons that called them into
being. Without institutional structure or programs or buildings, the church
celebrated the simple center of her non-complex worship--the sermon and that
which the sermon created; the company of the committed, the fellowship of
believers. (“Preaching and Church Growth” 33)
The need to emphasize preaching in the early church came to a head when the
apostles were suddenly faced with the decision to focus on preaching or to continue
sharing their preaching preparation with other tasks. As recorded in Acts 6, they decided
that their first priority for thus fast growing church in Jerusalem was to be sure they were
prepared to preach whenever the congregation came together. Granted, this was perhaps
a daily responsibility versus a weekly one most traditional today. Nonetheless, the
apostles showed the importance of preaching to the growing church. “The church of
every generation has to re-learn the lesson of Acts 6” (Stott 206). Price argues
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Apostolic preaching. . .was the focal point around which the emerging church
rallied. In that era they had no glitzy advertising campaigns, no cIever
promotions, no dog and pony shows, and no goldfish to give away in order to
grow. It was their message or nothing. It worked. (484)
Though he wrote in the 1970’s, Lyle Schaller still is one who has insisted on the
connection between preaching and church growth. In a 1975 article, “Seven
Characteristics of a Growing Churches,” which lifted out elements present in most
growing congregations, “Bible preaching” was number one on the list. He goes on to
explain:
The first, the most highly visible, and the most important of these seven
characteristics is a strong emphasis on biblical preaching. People today are
hungry for biblical preaching. While the bottom has fallen out of the market for
ordinary quality topical preaching, the market demand for excellent biblical
preaching has never been stronger that it is today in the second half of the 70’s.
(34)
In 1981, Schaller published a similar list. Preaching again was first on the list. In
1989, Schaller drew up a list of “Twenty-one Steps to Reaching the Baby Boomers.y’

Good preaching was again top on the list. This was his explanation:
Younger adults usually begin. . .by praising the preaching, the meaningful content
of the sermons, and the communication skills of the preacher. . . . It is difficult to
overstate the power of good preaching today, and it usually is the number-one
factor in determining where the baby boomers go to church. (50)
Ronald J. Allen, in Preaching for Church Growth, identifies twenty characteristics
of preaching that contribute to growth in the church. He begins by writing, “Studies of
growing congregations consistently point to a strong, positive relationship between
church growth and preaching. In growing churches, people find the preaching (and the
service of worship) to be interesting, meaningful, alive, and even life-giving” (6).
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Haddon Robinson, in a forum in LeadershiD magazine, spoke for the need to
correct this under-emphasis upon preaching in church growth discussions.
In most churches if the pastor is an effective communicator and articulates to the
congregation what the church is to be about, one of two things will happen. One,
they will get rid of him -- they will find that his preaching doesn’t match what
they want. Or, two, he will surround himself with people who share his vision
and they will move forward with him. (17)
Earl V. Comfort agrees based on his survey of the Jacksonville Chapel in north
New Jersey. Attendance had increased from 300 to 1200 in a ten-year period. On a
certain Sunday Comfort surveyed of the approximately 1000 youth and adults present in
worship. He used a two-question survey. 1. What first attracted you to this church?
2. What caused you to remain?

The results of the first question fit well into the findings of church growth experts

in recent years. Most said they were first attracted to the Chapel because of the invitation
of family or hends. The results of the second question are important to this study.
People gave five options as reasons for staying at the Chapel. The aggregate total for
“Sermons” showed that it was the most significant factor in growth at the Chapel. It
exceeded the second option by over 900 cumulative points (Comfort 66). “The church
leaders concluded from this evidence that they should never sacrifice the Chapel’s pulpit
ministry for anything else” (66).
Michael Powers, pastor of the Morehead United Methodist Church in Morehead,
Kentucky, found the same to be true in his church. An evaluative survey of all the
ministries of the church included questions similar to Comfort’s. In response to the
question of how a person came to the church, the primary answer had to do with a friend
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Or family m m ~ b e that
r invited them to come. The next question asked, “How is
hkmhead UMC meeting your needs?” The top answer was the sermons. powers
interpreted that to be the top reason why those who responded were staying at the church.
(Morehead United Methodist Survey, October 1997)
These surveys confirm the findings of David Markle’s 1995 Doctor of Ministry
dissertation at Asbury Theological Seminary. He investigated the role of biblical
preaching in the growth of the Church of God (Anderson, Indiana). Markle states that in
the “greatly growing” churches he studied a clear tie existed between biblical preaching
and the growth of the church. Biblical preaching also happened in the moderately
growing church, though the respondents did not feel the relevancy of the sermons was a
strong as in the greatly growing churches (Markle 165-183).
Markle’s study was taken a step fixther by Lynn Edward Crader in his dissertation

of 1996. In his study, Crader investigated the relationship of the pastor’s sermon
preparation methods to average worship attendance in the churches of the Missouri East
Conference of the United Methodist Church. His study did not find any significant
correlation between the sermon preparation methods and church attendance. (Crader 9199).
This study asks a slightly different question than did Crader based on the belief
that biblical preaching is a factor in church growth. The literature supports that thesis.
My question is: Are there certain sermon schedule plans that lead to church growth more
than others? In particular, is there is a correlation between the use of the Common
Lectionav as the primary tool for sermon planning and church growth.
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The above stated definition of biblical preaching must be a given.
John Stott confesses to being “an impenitent believer in the indispensable

necessity of preaching both for evangelism and for the healthy growth of the Church.
The contemporary situation makes preaching more difficult; it does not make it any less
necessary” (9).
Richard Wills, pastor of Christ United Methodist in Ft. Lauderdale, Florida, calls
for preaching to be a key to church renewal. His emphasis is not only on numerical
growth but spiritual growth. He places the primary responsibility on the pastor and the
pulpit. In a tone reminiscent of the preceding section on the spiritual life of the pastor,

“No church grows beyond its leader. Therefore, church renewal must begin with the
spiritual life of the pastor. . . . When my own life was open to being part of what God
wanted to bless, then I was open to seeing my preaching as a direct way to begin to share
this personal renewal with my church” (14).
Stott would agree with Wills’s call to preaching as the key to renewal and renewal

as a key to growth. “Acceptable worship is impossible without preaching. . . . Indeed, it
is their unnatural divorce which accounts for the low level of so much contemporary
worship. Our worship is poor because our knowledge of God is poor, and our knowledge

of God is poor because our preaching is poor” (82-83).
Though ignored for years in the writings of a few who were the voices of the
church growth movement, biblical preaching has re-emerged as a key ingredient to
church growth. People are hungry for biblical preaching. The world wants to know that
God indeed does have a word for today. Biblical truth relevantly presented through
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God’s called preacher is not only a definition for biblical preaching, it is a formula for
church growth.
In his book, The Nuts and Bolts of Church Growth, Paul Powell states, “(1)t is
with preaching that churches grow or decline. If you want your church to grow, give
attention to preaching. Make sure you are preaching well-prepared, Bible-based sermons
that are illustrated and delivered in a dynamic way” (51).
Divergent opinions arise as to the best way to present that biblical truth for the
best reception in today’s world. Some call for systematic exposition of large sections of
Scripture. Others call for what Warren has called “expositopical” sermons that may be
thematically linked but do not follow the flow of a book or section of Scripture. There
must be some plan to the presentation.

SERMON SCHEDULE PLANNING

“In the providence of God, rarely does a message, planned months before,
fail to meet the people at the point ofpresent need. ’’
Richavd Halvevson (12 )

Sermon planning can take several different forms. Obviously the preacher must
put some thought into the words he or she is about to say before the moment of utterance.
Some feel they can wait for the Spirit to give them utterance even as they are walking up
to the pulpit. That philosophy is only acceptable in the direst of circumstances. I believe
that was the intent of Jesus’ promise to the disciples about when they “are brought before
rulers and kings” (Matt. 10:18-20).
The earlier section on the priority of study gave sufficient argument to the need to
be prepared. That is not the focus of this section of the literature review. Many promote
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the planning of sermons far in advance. Some think a few weeks ahead is sufficient,
others a couple of months. Others present to their congregation a complete year of
projected preaching on the first Sunday of January.
What is sermon planning? The focus of the review is upon the importance of
sermon scheduling so as to differentiate between merely being prepared and actually
planning ahead. How does one plan? What elements factor into the planning? Are there
tools which can assist in the planning?
Some preachers take a specific amount of time away each year to plan their
preaching schedule. Most preachers probably never take an extended time apart to seek
God and determine what the preaching schedule for a given time frame will be.
Tim Barton, in his 1997 dissertation, The Christian Leader as a Spirit-Driven
Visionary, asked preachers in various churches about the concept of time in “retreat and
solitude.” He found that 43 percent of those he interviewed had a regular plan of getting
away. It varied from hours to days. The key was time away from other demands of
ministry and the “tyranny of the urgent” (140). Out of that time emerged many of their
ideas or themes for preaching.
From a less contemporary, more classic source, W. E. Sangster says, “All
preaching involves direct and indirect preparation” (152). There is the general
preparation of the life of a spiritual preacher diligently exercising the disciplines of a
godly person. Then there is the direct preparation, the actual deciding upon a text and
theme for a sermon. Sangster feels there are two possibilities in direct preparation. “He
may choose it, or it may choose him” (159). After carehl planning the preacher may
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decide on certain subjects that seem to need treatment in the pulpit. This can range from
exposition of books to doctrinal themes to a series on the Lord’s Prayer or the Apostle’s
Creed.
Sometimes the preacher does not choose a theme, the theme chooses the preacher.

“A text m a y COnfrOnt him and say, ‘Preach on me,’ or a theme may bestride his path and
demand to be dealt with. Many of our finest hours in the pulpit come this way. Seldom
do we feel more sure that the word is ‘given”’ (164).

I believe Sangster is correct. Some planning is the result of careful understanding
of the preaching context and the need to address certain issues. The possibility of
visionary preaching which Barton pursued is dependent upon this. Then there will be
times when God almost forces a text and thought to the surface demanding its
presentation to the congregation. Both of these are valid. Both demand relevant
presentation. Does one lead to more church growth than the other?
Marshall Shelley presents three possible paths to sermon planning. The first is
very short-sighted, week to week. This relies much on the approach Sangster mentioned
of the text that demands to be preached based on the preacher’s study and time in prayer
in the light of the needs of the congregation. Relevance and passion are obvious
advantages to this approach, Personal interests can bias the selection of topics. This bias
c m lead to overemphasis and neglect of other subjects. (30-34)

T h e second path is that of the leading of the lectionary. This will be discussed
more shortly. The third path is that of the series of series. The disadvantage of the
sermon series is that one cannot assume as in the past that those in the pew today will be

Grout 66
in the pew next week to pick up “where we left off last week.” Bama writes, “When a
young adult attends a church these days, it is not likely that he or she will return the next
week. What does this do for the preacher who likes to use topical series that build upon
one another? Consistency in attendance is a cultural artifact in America” (Second
Coming 187). The advantages of continuity are strong. The congregation can know
ahead of time what text to read, if the series is well publicized. The sermon series
approach also allows the preacher to spend sufficient time on a theme as is deemed
necessary (“3 Ways to Plan Your Preaching”). Many different paths lead to a sermon
schedule. Sangster shared possible approaches as did Shelley.

Use of the Lectionary
One of the most widely used tools for the scheduling of sermons is the Common
Lectionary. The Common Lectionary is an accepted form of sermon planning in most
mainline denominations. It does not hold as prominent a place in the thinking and
planning of independent “Bible” churches, community churches, nor in the preaching of
Southern Baptist churches. The reasons for that are not part of this review.
Before focusing on the Common Lectionary I will take note of the existence of
different types of lectionaries. Most denominations have a Lectionary as part of a book
of worship. Not all denominations make this Lectionary mandatory. The custom of
preaching through an entire book in exposition of chapter and verse is simply the use of a
lectio continua. Many have compiled personal lectionaries based upon their personal

study. This is not to be confused with Thomas Jefferson’s discovery that once the
offensive portions of the New Testament were taken out, “There will be found remaining
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the most sublime and benevolent code of morals which has ever been offered to man”
(Cappon qtd. in Lischer 176).
The name lectionary comes fi-om the Latin word lectio which means a reading.
By the fourth century the church had developed lectionaries. Some even think that when
Jesus read fi-om Isaiah in Luke 4, he was reading from a “prescribed passage” (Reumann
117). The form and the content of the lectionaries varied widely from the fourth century
until the Reformation.
With the Reformation, traditions began to vary. The radical Reformers and some
of the “free” churches rejected the idea of a lectionary all together. Several leaders of the
Reformation, including Zwingli, preferred Zectio continua. Luther took over the historic
Western lections using the vernacular texts for preaching and personal readings.
Though primarily controlled by the Roman Catholic Church, the result of the
decisions of Vatican I1 was the formulation of an interdenominational Consultation on

Common Texts. This placed the Common Lectionary in the center of liturgical use by
virtue of those who produced it, even though other denominations had already produced
lectionaries for their own use,. The Consultation produced the Common Lectionary of

1983, later revised as the Revised Common Lectionary of 1991.
Presented in a trinitarian fashion, the Common Lectionary always contains a
reading from the Old Testament, a Gospel reading, and an Epistle reading. A psalm is
also included in the readings but usually for liturgical use alone. Any of the texts can be
chosen for the text of a sermon.
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The ~ o m m o Lectionary
n
iS organized in a three-year cycle. Each of the Synoptic
Gospels is domirmlt in one year: Year A -- Matthew; Year B -- Mark; Year C __ Luke.

John is interspersed throughout the three years, primarily in conjunction Ivith Mark.
The lectionary is widely accepted in the United Methodist Church by virtue of its
ubiquitous presence on official planning calendars and denominational preaching helps.
Indeed, no other source appears in denominational materials.
What are the advantages of using the Common Lectionary? What are the
liabilities? These questions will be addressed through a review of literature. Is the
lectionary a good tool for sermon scheduling as evidenced by church growth in churches
where it is the primary scheduling tool? That question will be addressed by the project
explained in Chapter 3.
What are some of the advantages of using the Common Lectionary in
sermon scheduling? By virtue of the fact the lectionary does not follow the calendar year,
the hearer is reminded that the church lives by a system of values not bound by calendars
whether fiscal, school, agricultural, or other. With the emphasis on one of the Gospels all
year long, the Common Lectionary is very Christocentric.
The Common Lectionary is useful in that it will not allow a preacher, committed
to its use, to repeatedly return to favorite passages in neglect of more difficult ones.
However, the more graphically hard passages are left out of the lectionary. Maxine
Beach notes, “The easiest way to avoid preaching the really hard texts is to stick with the
lectionary. It has been determined that when scripture is read aloud in Our worship, the
church does not need to hear of child sacrifice, destruction of cities and enemies, Or rape”
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(Beach 8). She draws attention to the fact that the story of the \yoman raped, cut up and
distributed to the twelve tribes in Judges 19 will never show up in a lectionary.

A wide scope exists in the Common Lectionary preaching schedule. This keeps a
preacher fi-om establishing a personal favorite “canon within the canon” (Brolvn 723). A
preacher committed to using the Lectionary must struggle with a wide range of passages.
Personal preference can not set the agenda. As Barbara Brown Taylor writes, “Week
after week, the Lectionary keeps setting me up. I spend days of my life with passages I
do not like. . . . Finding my comfort level is not the point. Embracing the breadth of the
Bible is” (20). However, the fact remains that the lectionary is a “canon within the
canon.”
Of perhaps greatest value to the preacher is the fact he or she does not have to
hunt for the text for sermon preparation. The texts are determined three years in advance!
This can be a great source of freedom especially if preparation time is limited. A
preacher can spend extended time in a synoptic Gospel and the research done will be of
value for an extended time of sermon preparation.
Other benefits from using the Common Lectionary are for those leading the
worship service, especially musicians. They can know in advance the direction of the
preaching and plan their participation in the service to complement the texts.

Many preachers would attest to the experience of finding the different texts
excitingly complementary which before had never been brought together in their thinking
and studying. Creative juices are challenged in new and refreshing ways. Because it is
the product of the comprehensive biblical base of the collective hours of many scholars,
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“the result is something given, not chosen, which almost certainly will stretch the
canonical parameters of any preacher” (Lowry 28).
Though perhaps not a critical issue in the subject of sermon planning, the use of
the Common Lectionary can have positive effects upon the congregation. The idea of
being part of a great community of faith worldwide all focused upon the same text is a
source of strength to some. The potential of attending another church while away from
your own and knowing you are listening to the same text as fiends and family back home
is a benefit.

No doubt a benefit of using the Common Lectionary is that the Bible is the center
of sermon planning. That does not automatically mean the sermons will be relevant to
the hearers. As Shelley points out, “The lectionary system helps balance Scriptural
coverage, but balancing applications and illustrations is still up to the pastor” (32). Roger
Keller writes, “In the course of a year, far more human joys and sorrows, hopes and fears,
problems and situations are dealt with through lectionary preaching than are likely to be
addressed by any other method of sermon planning” (52).
Interestingly enough, others disagree on precisely that point. Lloyd Bailey feels a
great liability of the lectionary is that the “texts come to the congregation tone-deaf to its
situation” (144). He returns to the truth that “the pastor is the pivot between the
Scriptures and the community which finds its identity defined and sustained by those
Scriptures” (152). Whether the lectionary addresses a need or not, the preacher carries the
responsibility of relevantly presenting biblical truth. The preacher must identify with the
congregation, as Loscalzo says. In this one area precisely, the definition of biblical
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preaching used in this study might challenge the use of the lectionary. This one area of
concern is not sufficient to question whether lectionary preaching is biblical preaching.
Liabilities arise in the use of the Common Lectionary. What was viewed as an
asset by Lowry, namely the collaborative efforts of biblical scholars, is viewed by Shelley
Cochran as a potential pitfall.
In her 1990 dissertation at Drew University, Cochran studied the histories of
various lectionaries. She studied the texts used and in particular those emphasized by
virtue of repetition. She catalogued all the occurrences of texts and analyzed them by
frequency and connection with accompanying texts. She writes, “Any linking of
lectionary passages, either by themes or simply by virtue of their being read together, is
not hermeneutically neutral” (75). She suggests, “We should become acquainted with not
only its advantages but with its liabilities as well. . . . The research suggests, then, that
the lectionary should be approached with a ‘hermeneutic of suspicion”’ (236-237).

Some say the lectionary gives a broad scope of the Bible while others feel it is
quite limiting. The lectionary always assumes the priority of the Gospel reading. The
readings of the Old Testament are often abruptly cut off and incomplete or are used solely
as a backdrop of interpretation for the Gospel lesson. “The church infrequently hears the
sacred Scripture of Judaism in their entirety” (Allen Handbook 242). Reumann agrees:
One could be more sanguine if the readings chosen were such as to send
worshippers to their Bibles, but this hardly seems the case. . . . If we assume that
one of their major intents is to give Christian hearers a feel for the whole Bible,
we must declare the plan a failure. (136, 138)
Still at issue in regards to the Gospel readings is whether or not the Common
Lectionary is on target as to when and how portions should be presented. “I have no
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objections if. . .homeliticians wish to use a lectionary. And if these preachers want to
offer me advice on the task of preparing a balanced diet of preaching, I will listen
intently. But. . .how does. . .anyone else know what is the best way for me to preach a
balanced Gospel?” (Bolton 7-9).

To find true consensus regarding the Lectionary is impossible. Most of the
literature is quick to point out the advantages and disadvantages in similar fashion to
what was shown above. The Lectionary has been a valuable tool in sermon planning for
centuries. One can not underestimate its usefidness and place of importance in the life of
the church.

Conclusion and Summary
Biblical preaching is still a primary reason for the gathering of the faithful.
Through the centuries preaching has remained one of the most obvious identiQing
aspects of Christianity. Biblical preaching is centered around the use of Scripture, must
be communicated in a relevant manner, and depends in part upon the person who is
delivering it for its success. Biblical preaching is biblical truth relevantlypresented by
God’s called preacher. Experience and research establish the connection between

biblical preaching and church growth. Preachmg is not the only factor in church growth,
but it is key.
The practice of sermon scheduling with the longest history is the use of some type
of Lectionary. Since Vatican I1 the Revised Common Lectionary has been used by most
mainline Christian denominations of the world with few exceptions. Several
denominations have devised their own lectionaries, but using a lectionary is common
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practice. Lectionary preaching presents a type of biblical preaching with both advantages
and disadvantages to its use.

If a connection exists between biblical preaching and church growth, is it related
to the sermon schedule plan? Is there a connection between increase in worship
attendance and the use of the Common Lectionary as the primary tool for semon
scheduling? Answers to those questions are the task of this study.

Grout 74

CHAPTER 3
Design of the Study

The Problem and the Purpose
The literature on preaching encourages the conviction that a correlation exists
between biblical truth relevantly presented by God’s called preacher and church growth.
The purpose of this study is to investigate the correlation between the use of the
Lectionary as the primary sermon schedule planning tool and church growth in the area of
worship attendance. My thesis is that some forms of biblical preaching sermon planning
lead to church growth more than others. This chapter outlines the process by which that
thesis was tested.
The problem can be simply stated: What role does sermon schedule planning,
particularly the use of the Common Lectionary as the primary sermon planning tool, play
in numerical attendance growth in a local church?
The test began with the thesis that a correlation exists between biblical preaching,
the sermon planning schedule, and numerical attendance growth in a local church.
Certainly other factors contribute to growth in a church, as any course on church growth
will verify. The literature review establishes the consensus of a correlation between
biblical preaching and church growth. This study asked a more detailed questions to see
if the sermon schedule plan is a factor.
The thesis arises out of the conviction of personal experience and exposure to the
Beeson Program. The churches visited during the Beeson year, all of which were
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growing churches, were led by pastors not using the Lectionary as their guide for their
preaching schedule. Different schedules were used, to be sure. No one idea dominated,
at least not determined by this researcher, without specific questioning. As a result, a
question arose for this study: Are the churches where the Common Lectionary is the
primary sermon schedule planning tool growing churches? The study asked the question
in the Kentucky Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church.
This study addressed three research questions:

1. Is the Common Lectionary the primary sermon schedule planning tool among
preachers of the Kentucky Annual Conference?
2. How and why do a representative group of preachers from the Kentucky
Annual Conference decide on the sermon schedule they use?
3. What correlation, if any, exists between the sermon schedule chosen and
growth in worship attendance?

Hypothesis
The use of the Lectionary as the primary tool for determining sermon schedule
planning is not the most beneficial for church growth.

Population and Sample
This study actually included two surveys. The first added generalizability to the
second. The first was a letter of explanation and a self-addressed stamped post card for
response sent to a random sampling of the preachers under appointment to a local church
in the Kentucky Annual Conference. The second was to focus on various preachers, and
their churches, of the Kentucky Annual Conference. The first study was a probability
sampling with a relatively high response rate anticipated. The results were sufficient to
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determine a percentage of preachers using the Lectionary in the Kentucky Annual
Conference.
There are approximately 650 preachers under appointment in the Kentucky
Annual Conference. This study made contact with a random sampling of that group of
preachers to determine the use of the Common Lectionary in sermon scheduling. Then
thirty preachers from across the Conference were interviewed more extensively. The
random sampling was taken from the entire list of preachers of the annual conference.
The interviews were only conducted with preachers who have been in their present
location for at least three or four years. No student pastors or part time local pastors were
included in the interviews.
The churches in the interviews represented the full scope of the annual
conference. The participating preachers and their churches were the population and the
sample.
By using the Statistical Tables of the Kentucky Annual Conference of the past
four years, these churches were categorized into three groups based on growth as
indicated in the tables. Those categories: (1) Churches showing a numerical worship
attendance increase of 1.O percent or more; (2) Churches showing relatively no worshp
attendance increase (plateaued); and (3) Churches showing 1.O percent or more decline
in worship attendance. These statistics were taken over at least a four-year period -- 1994
to 1997 statistics.
The pastors contacted were not informed that their church fell into one or the
other of the categories in order not to influence the responses given by the pastors either
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positively or defensively. In fact, the worshp attendance statistics were not calculated
until after all the interviews were completed to prevent prejudice in any way toward or
against one of the preachers being interviewed. The names of the preachers and their
churches are listed in Appendix E.
The parameters of the survey spread across six of the thirteen districts of the
Conference. The study included all sizes of churches. This nonprobability purposive
sampling was assumed to be representative of the Kentucky Annual Conference.

Instrumentation

A letter and self-addressed stamped envelope was sent to each of the pastors of
the Kentucky Annual Conference to determine the percentage of pastors using the
lectionary. The survey on the post card had a single Yes/No question. “Do you use the
Common Lectionary as y o u primary sermon schedule planning tool?” There was not a
line for the preacher’s name to ensure anonymity. The survey also included a line asking
for the number of years in active preaching ministry.
The question regarding years of active preaching ministry emerged out of the my
own experience as a new preacher, feeling the fi-ustration of a heavy preaching load with
no reserves (sermon file) already on hand.
The probability of a response to a Yes/No questionnaire was high. The validity of
this survey depended on the number of respondents out of the possible 650. A high
response was anticipated. The percentage was computed based on the number of
respondents with the assumption that they are representative of the entire conference.
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In order to reach a valid number of respondents for this questionnaire a total of
242 pastors needed to be part of the survey. This assured a 95 percent confidence rate

that the true population rate falls within acceptable norms. This allowed a 5 percent
maximum acceptable difference between the true population rate and sample rate. The
population rate estimate was 50 percent. With this random sample it is estimated a
response rate of at least 60 percent. In actuality, a much higher rate than that was
anticipated.

A face-to-face or telephone interview was the method with the preachers. The
interview consisted of a researcher generated list of questions addressing the research
findings of Chapter 2 and the research questions of this study. The interview protocol
used for the phone contact is in Appendix C. The interview questions are in Appendix D.
A pretest of the interview was conducted on several Beeson pastors currently enrolled at

Asbury Theological Seminary. Changes were made to the interview based on the results
of the pretest. This pretest increased the reliability and understandability of the test and
enhanced the researcher’s ability as an interviewer.
Both surveys were cross-sectional in design. The study of the selected preachers
was a case control design. “Case control designs are generally used by researchers who
are testing a specific hypothesis. . .that a connection exists (between a cause and an
effect)” (Fink and Kosecoff 72). The case of the study was the issue of increase in
worship attendance. The preachers in the study were interviewed to determine their
attitudes, habits, and beliefs in regard to sermon schedule planning. Because the
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hypothesis, Lectionary preaching is not the best toolfor sernzo?isclzediile pluitizitigfor
church growth, was the focus of the study, this design seemed best.

Data Collection
Upon approval of the dissertation proposal a letter was drafted and sent to (all) the
preachers of the Kentucky Annual Conference. The letter simply stated my need of
conference-wide information concerning the use of the lectionary in sermon schedule
planning. It explained that I was in the process of completing my Doctor of Ministry
degree at Asbury Theological Seminary. The enclosed stamped post card simply asked
if the respondent does or does not use the lectionary as her or his primary sermon
planning tool. A facsimile of the post card is in Appendix B. The letter is in Appendix
A. There was not a follow-up to this study. The data was compiled and a percentage
tabulated based on the number of respondents.
Addresses for the pastors of the Conference was obtained through the conference
office. The information regarding the churches used in the more specific study of the
selected preachers was acquired through the Journals of the Kentucky Annual
Conference, the former Kentucky Annual Conference and the former Louisville Annual
Conference. The statistics of these churches is a matter of public record.
Each of the eligible preachers selected was contacted by telephone to invite him

or her to participate in the survey with the explanation that it was part of my D. Min.
project. A phone call was made to the participating pastors to establish a time slot for the
interview to take place. These preachers were then interviewed according to the set time
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and date. Ten of these interviews were done face-to-face. The other twenty were done by
telephone interviews. These were done in December, 1998, and January, 1999.

Variables
In the conference-wide survey the independent variable was the participants who
responded to the survey. That number was impossible to predict though high response
was anticipated. The dependent variable was the actual percentage of preachers using the
lectionary as their primary sermon schedule planning tool as revealed by the respondents.
In the interview process, the independent variable was again the preachers
involved in the study, their responses to the questions in the interview, and their actual
usage of the Common Lectionary as their primary sermon schedule planning tool. The
dependent variable was the statistical infomation about each church revealing whether it
is a growing, plateaued, or declining church in worship attendance. That information was
gleaned from the statistical tables of the Kentucky Annual Conference.

Control
The only issue that involved control was that of years of active preaching ministry
since I found early in my own ministry the difficulty in knowing where to begin in
preaching.

Data Analysis
The results of the conference-wide survey were tabulated to reach a simple
percentage. The information gathered from the conference-wide survey added
generalizability to the study. If indeed a majority of the pastors of the conference used
the lectionw as their primary sermon schedule planning tool, and if indeed the lectionary
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was found not to be the best tool for sermon schedule planning, the implications for
growth seemed obvious.
The data of the interviewed preachers was tape recorded and placed into
manuscript form. Each of the transcribed interviews was then entered by the last name of
the preacher into the Ethnogvaph v. 5.0 available through Asbury Theological Seminary.
The Ethnograph program reformatted the interviews into numbered lines with forty
characters. This made the information much more manageable. The questions of the
interview were logical groupings for the information along with other information that
emerged fiom the interviews. Those groupings, or codes, was then assigned to the lines
of text that pertained to the code and was printed by codes. The coding process was
invaluable to extracting cohesive blocks of information for the study.
The information gathered from the interviews augmented the statistical
information available through the statistical tables of the Conference. The interviews
provided a fuller view of the process and intentionality of the sermon schedule planning
of the preachers. The interviews also provided information about the individual churches.

As was mentioned, there are influences upon church growth beyond preaching. The
interviews were expected to reveal correlations between the different preachers in
planning, preparation, and delivery style.
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CHAPTER 4
Findings of the study

The first part of the study attempted to ascertain the generalizability of the
information regarding the use of the Lectionary in the Kentucky Annual Conference.
Based on the 650 preachers under appointment to local churches it was determined that

242 surveys needed to go out for the random sampling. Of those 242,184 were returned
for a 76 percent response rate. Seventy-nine of the respondents used the Common
Lectionary 5 1 percent of the time or more. Twenty-eight stated they used the Common
Lectionary less than 50 percent of the time and 29 percent said they do not use the
Common Lectionary at all.

Table 4:l
Conference Wide Survey (N = 242)
Total surveys received
184

Response rate
76%

51%ormore

79

43%

50% or less

52

28%

Not at all

53

29%

184

100%

Lectionary Use

1

Total

I
2 5 7 %

The results of the survey showed that indeed the question of use of the Common
Lectionary and church growth was one of high generalizability. Though not the majority,
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a large percentage of the preachers of the Kentucky Annual Conference used the
Common Lectionary most of the time.
The interviewed preachers also represented the full scope of the Kentucky Annual
conference. Though limited to thirty preachers, the interviews covered the gamut in size
and experience. The survey began as a survey of convenience conducted within the
boundaries of the Lexington District. The parameters of the survey, in regard to years of
service in a church, and the need to interview at least thirty preachers soon caused the
survey to become much more extensive in distance and scope ofthe annual conference.
Thirty preachers participated in the interviewing process. They pastored churches
of all sizes. The 1997 attendance averages of the churches involved ranged from 50 to

1,059. The range of experience also reflected the conference population. The range of
experience was fi-om five years to forty-five. Two of the preachers were female. The
range of churches and of experience was not planned, but became an unexpected side
benefit to the project.

Table 4:2
Conference and Interview Comparisons
Conference surveys and
interviews

Use Lectionary most of the time Do not use Lectionary most
of the time

The interviews revealed that the percentage of those using the Common
Lectionary most of the time and those not doing so almost paralleled the findings of the
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general survey of the annual conference. The actual percentages n-ere 40 percent using
the Common Lectionary most of the time and 60 percent not. The annual conference
percentages were forty-three and fifty-seven.
The statistics showed a steady, though not rapid, increase in the worship
attendance of the churches in the study. (Table 4:3) The wide range of congregation
sizes did help in the study. This was most obvious in the large difference between the
Mean and the Medium of the congregations. The results of the study of worship
attendance statistics out of the conferencejournal from 1994 - 1997 showed an almost
parallel pattern of worship attendance growth and decline between those preachers using
the Common Lectionary as their primary tool for sermon schedule planning and those
preachers not using the Common Lectionary as the primary tool for sermon schedule
planning. (Table 4:4) Using the definition set forth in the study for growing and declining
churches, the statistics cautiously lean toward a stronger growth rate for those churches
where the Lectionary was the primary sermon schedule tool. The percentage rate of 1.O
percent over a four year period was the definition applied toward growth or decline.

Table 4:3
Average Worship Attendance Figures (N = 28)
Year
1994
1995
1996
1997

1 Minimum 1 Maximum 1 Range
36
32
31
42

920
967
987
1059

884
935
956
1017

1 Mean

236.26
236.89
239.93
243.71

1 Medium
153
157
162
173

It should be noted that two of the tlllrty churches were eliminated from the study.
Upon conducting the interviews I discovered they were recent mergers. In one case two
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churches merged and in the other four churches. The recentness of these mergers skewed
the attendance figures greatly. As a result there are only twenty-eight churches in the
tables, unless noted otherwise. In one case the 1994 figures were not included in the
tabulations because the church took on the responsibility of sponsoring a new church in
that year. Several members attended the new church to help it get underway. The study
church continued to grow but the statistics reflected a decline. To be fair to the church
and to reflect a true picture the statistics of 1997 were discarded.

Table 4:4
Increase and Decline Comparisons

I Raw Increase and Decline

Total

Increase

Decline

Lectionary Churches

10

7

3

Non-Lectionary Churches

18

13

5

Lectionary Churches

5

5

0

Non-Lectionary Churches

11

6

5

1.0 Percent Increase and Decline

1

Conclusion About the Hypothesis
The hypothesis of this study was the use of the Common Lectionary as the
primary tool for sermon schedule planning is not the most beneficialfor church growth.
The results of this interview and statistical study of thirty churches of the Kentucky
Annual Conference did not sustain that hypothesis.
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The size ofthe study was not large enough to arrive at conclusive statements.
These statistics showed that the hypothesis of the project cannot be sustained. There was
no statistical reason to say that the use of the Common Lectionary as the primary tool for
sermon schedule planning was not most beneficial for church growth.
Then I analyzed the interviews I conducted with the thirty preachers. I found an
interesting description of the preachers of the Kentucky Annual Conference. The thirty
preachers were representative of the population of the conference.

Observations from the Interviews

I begin with at least one reason this project could not meet its expected goals of
discerning the role of the Common Lectionary in the preaching of the conference. The
understanding of the preachers about the use of the Lectionary was b l u q to say the least.

Use of the Lectiona y
Out of the thirty pastors interviewed not one absolutely always or absolutely
never used the lectionary in their sermon planning. Most commonly I heard statements
like “most of the time,” or “on occasion,” when describing to their use of the lectionary.
Even those definite “lectionary preachers” went on to tell of certain times each year when
they preached a series not based on the lectionary for a specific season or to meet a
specific objective in the life of the church.
The preachers who were not “lectionary preachers” spoke of referring to the
lectionary for special seasons of the Christian year, primarily Advent and Lent. Several
mentioned using the lectionary as a resource in times of lack of inspiration or lack of
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direction. They knew the lectionary was a safe place to turn to if the leading of the Lord
was not clear or no special occasion shaped the church calendar.
The objective of the study was unattainable because the definition of lectionary
use, at least in the minds of those interviewed, was too uncertain. The real impact, either
positive or negative, of the use or non-use of the lectionary could not be ascertained.
Surprisingly, no clear-cut cases of consistent lectionary use emerged fi-om the interviews.
The interviews revealed a possible answer to this blurry understanding of using
the lectionary. When asked about their decision to use the lectionary for sermon
planning, few offered specific answers. Answers ranged fi-om “That is the way I was
taught in seminary” to “It is the most comfortable to me” to “I have never tried any other
approach.” Some thought it kept them from getting into a rut. Interestingly enough, not
getting into a rut was one reason given by several for not using the lectionary. None of
the preachers had a clear philosophy of preaching for either using or not using the
lectionary.
Purpose Driven Church Principles

Another interesting factor was the impact of Rxk Warren’s purpose driven church
model for growth upon the preachers of the conference. One t h r d of the preachers
mentioned Warren by name and a few others mentioned the concepts of a purpose driven
church (Table 45). Purpose dnven church ideas were not confined only to those not
using the lectionary but also to those who do. I found it interesting that in order to
accomplish the ideas of preaching the purposes of the church, lectionary preachers
abandoned the lectionary for a season. Several of the preachers who labeled themselves
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as lectionary preachers told of this change in their regular preaching planning. They did
so with strong conviction of the value in doing so.
This information was not part of the original study. It surfaced through the
interviews. As a result, specific questions were never asked in regard to Rick Warren
orthe purpose driven church model. Possibly others preachers also modeled their
preaching and/or church vision around Warren’s principles.

Table 4:5
Impact of Purpose Driven Church Principles Upon Church Growth (N=lO)

Rick Warren’s Purpose Driven Church Principles
Preachers using Purpose Driven Church Principles

10of 30 - 3 3 %

Churches with raw increase in worship attendance

8 0 f 10 - 8 0 %

I Churches with 1.O % or more increase in attendance

5 o f 10 - 5 0 %

Not just the younger preachers mentioned Rick Warren. Two of the more
experienced preachers in the study said they changed their preaching style due to
Warren’s influence.

Observations from specific interview questions
The interviews attempted to ascertain the reason behind the primary sermon
schedule of thirty preachers. It also sought a definition for biblical preaching.
Recognizing that preaching is not the only cause of church growth, they were asked to
relate evidences of maturity in the life of the church in recent years and vision for growth
in the next five years.

I
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In order for the interview to be an encouraging experience for the preachers I
asked each one what excited and motivated them as preachers, even after many years in
the pulpit. The interview asked about personal preparation for preaching and aspects of
planning. Some interesting observations emerged using the following questions.

How do you prepare to preach?
This question aimed at long-term planning during a typical week leading up to the
preaching event. Some of the preachers interpreted the question as having to do with
their own spiritual disciplines. Most of the preachers had a sermon schedule with at least
three weeks’ lead time. Only three mentioned plans for the entire year. Only one
preacher mentioned sometimes not knowing his direction until Sunday morning. Five
specifically mentioned themes governing either large segments of the year or an entire
year.
Sermon Series

Many interchangeably used the words theme and series to describe their
preparation of sermons. The sermon series was the most common approach to
preparation, even including those committed to the Lectionary as the sermon scheduling
tool. The use of the Lectionary for preparing a sermon series took into consideration the
preferences and responsiveness of the congregation. Series length ranged from a couple
of weeks to three months.
When asked how they decided on the themes or series topics, the prevailing
answers were prayer and the leading of the Lord or the Holy Spirit. Discerning the needs

of the congregation happened in various ways. Conversations, talkback sessions, crises
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in the church, or events in the life of the nation all played into the equation. Once again, I
found it interesting to hear of the preachers who used the lectionary to intentionally
address the needs of the congregation.
Time Away for Planning

Only six of the thirty, 20 percent, took time for the specific purpose of sermon
planning. Two of those were in the largest churches. Though not always finding it easy
to get away, all judged it to be empowering and fi-uithl in their preaching ministry.
Advance sermon schedule planning had a bearing on average worship attendance.
The following table indicates the strong correlation between advance sermon schedule
planning and worship attendance growth.

Table 4:6
Impact of Advance Planning on Average Worship Attendance
Advance sermon scheduling and
average worship attendance

I

One month or more
advance planning

No specific
plan

Y
O

Decreased raw worship attendance

3

5

37.5

Increased by 1.0 % or more

9

1

90.0

How would you define biblical preaching?
Three determining factors rose to the top in regard to biblical preaching. First in
priority was the primacy of Scripture in biblical preaching. Some confessed to former
times of preaching mainly on current events or choosing a topic and making a text apply

1
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to it. To a person the scriptural text had to set the agenda for the message. Most said
they used primarily an expository approach to preaching. Others were predominantly
topical. Three labeled themselves as storytellers.
Second, the preachers stressed that biblical preachmg was not only the use of
biblical material but the presentation of biblical principles. They did not want to give
facts alone but to present motivations and character traits generated out of the biblical
texts. Several mentioned having the goal of presenting one major point in their sermon
based on the primary principle or truth being taught in the text.
Third was an overwhelming call for relevant application. The expressed goal of
almost every preacher was to make the Scripture text come alive for the hearers. Three
different ones said, “Bible learning must lead to Bible living,” or “Bible facts must lead
to Bible faith,” or “Bible information must lead to daily transformation.”
Use of Sermon Outlines

A growing trend among the preachers seemed to be the inclusion of a sermon
outline or notes in the worship bulletin each week. Six of the thirty, 20 percent, had
begun to include sermon outlines in the bulletin and five of those six were in churches
with increased worship attendance. Again, the question of outlines was not part of the
interviews. Perhaps others are also using them.
why do you use either the Lectionay or some other sermon schedule?

As mentioned previously, none of the preachers had an absolute commitment to
using the lectionary. One stated that he would vary from the lectionary only three or four
times a year. All the other lectionary preachers diverted from it more often. Diverse
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reasons explained their use of the lectionary. Some felt it kept them from getting into a
rut. Others thought it helped them broaden their themeheries selection and guaranteed
the congregation a fuller scriptural presentation over a period of years. An interesting
piece of information was that even though the preachers preferred the lectionary for a
broader scope of Scripture almost all admitted to using predominantly the New
Testament readings and almost exclusively the Gospel reading. The interview process
prompted several to ask themselves about Scripture selection for the first time.
The use of the lectionary obviously helped in advance planning. Already shown
were the benefits of advance planning to worship attendance growth. Those statistics
included both lectionary and non-lectionary churches.

As mentioned above, the predominant choice of sermon scheduling was some
form of series preaching. This was true in lectionary and non-lectionary preaching.
Lectionary preachers found this a bit more challenging but felt the lectionary could
generate a series. Reasons for using a series included consistency, thematic unity,
advance planning, and visionary preaching. The types of series mentioned were mainly
topical and book series. It is interesting to note that a true book series, preaching through
a book in orderly succession of texts, is indeed a lectionary approach to preaching --

Zectio continua. In the purest sense of the word any series is a lectionary sermon schedule
because it provides a prescribed set of readings to be used for a prescribed time period --

Zectio selecta. That may be stretchng the intent of a Zectio selecta.
Arguments against the lectionary usually had to do with the desire to meet the
needs of the congregation. Non-lectionary preachers thought it was too hard to meet the
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present needs of the church with a prescribed reading chosen years before. One preacher
used the words cookie cutter. Conversely, lectionary preachers spoke of the many times
the lectionary seemed to speak directly to a need or crisis in the congregation.
Where have you seen evidences of maturity in the life of this congyegution and where
would you like to see this congregation in$ve years?

This two-fold question helped reveal that more than biblical preaching is
necessary for church growth. The use of the word maturity instead of simply growth was
intentional so as to open the door to any and all possibilities of strength. Several areas of
similarity showed up (Table 4:7). The five answers, given in order of frequency, reveal
that outreach is an area where maturity is happening but the need for more outreach still
takes first place in the vision priority. Some combination of categories occurs in the case
of outreach and missions. Also, discipleship and small groups were mentioned
synonymously.

Table 4:7
Maturity and Vision (N=30)
Maturity in recent years and Vision for five years in order of frequency
Maturity in Recent Years

Vision for Next Five Years

%

OutreachMissions
Discipleship -- Small groups
Lay Ministry
Worship -- more freedom
Stewardship/Giving

40
33
23
20
16

Outreach -- take risks
Numerical GrowtWEvangelism
Discipleship/Small Groups
Building NeedsRelocation
Worship -- take risks

40
40
23
23
23
I
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What excites or motivates you in your role as a preacher?

This question caught almost every preacher by surprise. No one had ever asked
them about the motivation behind their being preachers. The question focused on being
preachers and not the full range of their lives as a pastor. That focus made the question
harder for some to answer. Several would not try to separate their identity as preachers
fi-om their identities as pastors. The overwhelming answers had to do first with
themselves, and second with the impact on others. First, the sense of calling by God to
preach was the major excitement mentioned. Though not all used that phrase, in all the
preachers there was a clear tone of certainty in presently doing what they were supposed
to be doing. “I get to preach the Gospel.” “There is a fire in my bones.” “I have the
greatest job in all the world.”
The second response pertained to others. The second highest reason for
motivation and excitement came from seeing changed lives. “I am preaching for
change.” “This job has eternal consequences.” “It’s not about information, it’s about
transformation.” Several related stories of individuals in whom they had seen definite
spiritual growth and change. Some of these stories dovetailed with the recounting of
areas of maturity in the life of the church reported above.

Summary
Based on this study it was not possible to conclude that the use of the Common
Lectionary as the primary sermon scheduling tool was not best for church growth. It was
possible to conclude that a strong connection existed between preaching that was planned
at least a month in advance and church growth in the area of worship attendance.
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This study tentatively suggests a connection between using purpose driven church
principles and church growth. The small N specifically mentioning the use of Warren’s
principles prohibited a conclusive finding.
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CKAPTER 5
Summary and Conclusion

A connection exists between biblical preaching and church growth. The literature
supported that conclusion and so did the results of this study. Two-thirds of the churches
surveyed showed increase in worship attendance. All of the preachers evidenced in the
interviews an understanding of biblical preaching. The study confirmed what Price said,
“Good preaching is essential to. . .church growth. There can be good preaching without
growth but there cannot be growth without good preaching” (484).

Verification of Biblical Preaching Definition

As I conducted the interviews I often wondered if the preachers had already read
my Chapter 2. The working definition of biblical preaching for this study came ringing
through in the responses of the preachers. Biblical preaching is BibZicaZ truth relevantly
presented by God’s called preacher.

The overwhelming response of the preachers, when asked about biblical
preaching, placed the starting point at preaching in the Word of God. The Bible must be
central and must set the agenda for the sermon. The apostle Paul gave Timothy the
charge, “Preach the Word. . .” (2 Timothy 4:2). Craddock’s call for biblical preaching is
graphic, “Sermons not formed and inspired by Scripture are objects dislodged, orphans in
the world, without mother or father” (Preaching 27).
The preachers interviewed agreed. “You start with the text and let it speak for
itself’ (Brown). “It is preaching that begins with the text and not the other way around
when you have something you want to say and then look for a Scripture to back it up”
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(Girard). “I think it is where the message emerges Erom Scripture. ~t is an insigjlt, a
conviction, a doctrine but it is firmly grounded in Scripture” (Po\sers). “The idea for my
SennOn usuallyjust erupts from my study of the text as I go along” (Jennings). “First and
foremost it must be faithful to the text. It is not what I think about something, it is \f.hat
the Bible says about it” (Willen).
Biblical preaching was relevantly presented. “In developing the picture of
preaching as a bridge-building operation, I am not proposing anything new. Christian
preachers in every age have seen the need to relate God’s revelation to the times in which
they lived, and have responded to the challenge” (Stott 17). The preachers in this study
forcefully insisted on relevancy as part of any definition for biblical preaching. “The
primary goal is to be more practical and relevant in preaching” (Calhoun). “I think
biblical preaching is taking eternal ultimate truth of God and then taking it to where
people are living today” (Faris). “If we can’t get to the daily living then we are not
talking biblically preaching. Bible learning must be for Bible living. Application is the
key” (Strange) .
Biblical preaching was relevantly present by God’s called preacher. “Preaching is
tmth presented through personality” (Brooks). “There is no greater privilege than to
know that God called me, that God called me, that God called me” (English 140). The

issue of calling was not intentionally a part of this study. The question intended to be a
source of encouragement to the preachers ended UP in many cases being a time for
testifying to the certainty of being in God’s will. Indeed, the question ended UP
encouraging many of the preachers.

‘‘Ihave an ovemhelming call upon my life that I am supposed to be preaching.
God called me. I get to preach. What could be more exciting” {LYilIen)? “1 get excited

to think God loved me enough he chose me. My whole personality is made for that. I’d
preach for nothing” (Faris)! What motivates you as a preacher? “Fear. I laugh at that,
but it is true. But, I know God called me to preach His Word” (Hughes). “%it”nenall
caved in about my life and ministry, that call and excitement to share kept me going”
(Strange). “God chose me. I would never have chosen to do this, to be a preacher”
(Wallace).

Limitations of the Study

Definition
The most obvious limitation of the study surfaced in the understanding, or lack of
understanding, of the concept of Lectionary preaching. This showed a weakness in the
definition used in the study. More stringent parameters concerning Lectionary use were
necessary. Only one of the preachers came close to serious commitment to the Common
Lectionary as his primary sermon scheduling tool. It was impossible to determine how
much the preachers used the Lectionary without a study of their preaching schedule for
the last year or so.

Scope
The study would be stronger by encompassing a larger percentage of the annual
conference. The percentage of preachers across the conference using the Lectionary
added to the generalizability of the study. The preachers in the study genuinely
represented the population of the conference but the sampling lacked volume for many
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significant statistical findings. The parameters of the study were necessary and useful,
but a larger group would give much more clarity .
Congregationa E h p ut

The study would be stronger with congregational surveys incorporated into the
study obtaining their perspective on the preacher’s sermons in terms of being biblical and
relevant. The preachers gave answers which coincided with the literature review and did

so with clarity and conviction. There was no doubt about their understanding of biblical
preaching. The question is, do their congregations have an equally clear understanding
based on the weekly worshiphemon experience?

Surprise Findings
Though small in number a few interesting surprises did come from the study.
Relevance and Pruposes

First, the study showed no reason to say the Lectionary is not a good sermon
scheduling tool for a growing church. The preachers using the Lectionary judged that
issues of relevancy and the needs of the congregation were addressed through the
preaching of the Lectionary. Again, when the preacher felt it necessary to preach on the
vision, or purposes of the church, the Lectionary did not cany the freight.
Markle showed a connection in his dissertation between growing churches and the
consistent preaching of the purposes or vision of the church. A profitable study would
include specific information to ascertain the consistent presentation of vision or purpose
in the preaching of churches in the Kentucky Annual conference.
Advance Planning
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The second finding was the strong connection between advance sermon planning
and increased worship attendance. The ratio of 4:l jumped off the page. What the study
did not ascertain from the preachers was specific reasons why advance planning led to
increased worship attendance. One reason for the growth may be the ability, mentioned
by five of the preachers, to prepare a more unified worship experience in harmony with
the other persons leading worship. The small number, only five, reflects on the direction
of the study, not on the worship planning of the preachers.
In the area of preaching, advance planning allowed the preachers to look for
illustrations out of everyday life and to incorporate their reading and devotional time
more directly into the sermons. The issue of feeling more secure in their preaching and
the confidence and ability to relax that was provided to their congregations came through
in the interviews. Advance planning may be a symptom of a stronger leadership ability
whch would also lead to growth.
Purpose Driven Church Principles

Third, the influence of Rick Warren upon the preachers interviewed did not
surprise me as much as provide real satisfaction. I was encouraged to see a conferencepromoted emphasis exerting a definite and positive impact on the life of the church. A bit
surprising was that the preachers making changes and adopting new methods of
preaching and church planning are not only the younger ones but included some of the
preachers with twenty and thirty years of experience. The Kentucky Annual Conference,
beginning with Bishop Robert Morgan, is committed to the purpose driven principles of
church growth. Visionary leadership can make a difference even at a conference level.

obviously the promotion ofthe Program and Warren’s book are hayillg an effect on the
preachers of the annual conference.

Implications and Applications
Possibly this study headed in the right direction, but was a fely degrees offrarget.

The results ofthis Study showed that advance sermon schedule planning related strong]iy
to average worship attendance. The determining factor was not the use or non-use of the
Lectionary. Sermon scheduling was a determinative factor to church growth. The strong
factor for growth seemed to be planning more than prescribed texts. This led me to a few
implications for the Kentucky Annual Conference and theological education.
Kentucky Annual Conference

Instead of asking only for a mission statement from a pastor and church perhaps it
would be more beneficial to query that preacher in regard to his or her preaching plan for
the next six months. Too much has been assumed by the mere presentation of a mission
statement. Even as Briscoe passed his sermons through a “So What?” test, the annual
conference needs to pass each of these mission statements through a “So What?” test.
The first step to answering the “So What” test lies in the preaching schedule, and the plan
to implement it.
The annual conference has established minimum weeks of vacation time for
preachers based on years of experience. I see this study Suggesting the conference needs
to establish minimum days/weeks a quartedyear for the preacher to be away for Sermon
schedule planning. Pastor’s School should include a seminar on the Sermon series and
advance sermon scheduling.
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Further study focused only on churches showing measurable growth could reveal
interesting trends within the annual conference. Studies on churches in decline, though
not as popular a topic, could also reveal important trends. This study did not glean as
much as it could have by gathering information with a tighter focus.
Theological Education

The preaching curricula of seminaries, particularly those feeding into the United
Methodist Church, need to include a stronger philosophy of preaching. The question of
sermon planning and the reason behind a plan deserve equal place with the rubrics of
putting a sermon together. A young or inexperienced preacher should not choose to use
the lectionary and live week to week by default. I chose the lectionary as a young
preacher out of fear and frustration. I did not know another way to plan.
The issue of the sermon series, either developed out of the lectionary or from a
themekopic deserves study time. The ability to study the Bible for the purpose of
developing a sermon series, the application aspect of inductive Bible study courses merits
higher priority. Perhaps the final exam could be a sermon series derived from the
inductive Bible study course. (I mention the inductive Bible study course because it was
and is the primary Bible study method taught at Asbury Thological Seminary which
provides many preachers to the United Methodist Church.) “Can I preach this class?”
should be part of every professor’s thinking as they lecture and prepare.

Suggestions for Further Study
Geographica1
A study based upon the hypothesis of this study might be stronger in areas out of

the U. S. “Bible Belt.” For example, the northeast or west coast might be interesting
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places for a similar study. I suspect the understanding of the lectionary or at least the
commitment to or away from the lectionasy is more pronounced in some other areas. A
correlation between use of the Common Lectionary for serrnon scheduling and average
worship attendance statistics might be more obvious in those areas.
Denominational

I believe this study could show very interesting trends if applied in an
interdenominatinal format. Simply interview preachers of growing churches regardless
of denomination and glean insights on sermon scheduling.
Definitions

In any other study investigating the use of the lectionary in sermon scheduling the
definition of lectionary use must be more dramatic. The distinction for this study was
based on 51 percent of the time or more and 50 percent of the time or less. Those figures
should perhaps be 10 percent or less and 90 percent or more to find preachers with
stronger commitments to or against the Lectionary.
Theology of Lectionary use

A useful study would be to investigate the theology of preachers in regard to the
use of the Lectionary. Determining the phylosophy of preaching within an annual
conference or a large sector of a denomination would prove h e l p h l to the church body
studied and to theological education.

Theological Reflection
In Romans 10:14, Paul asks several questions. “But how are men to call upon

him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in him ofwhom they

have never heard? And how are they to hear without a preacher?” In this study i
wondered if the final question could be paraphrased to ask, “HOWare they t5 grow
without a preacher?” I hrther asked the question of how would they grow ivithout a
preacher who knew where the sermons were headed? Sermon schedule planning proved
to be an important aspect of preaching.
Preaching has always been the lifeblood of the Christian Church in its mandate to
take the Gospel to all the world. When preaching grows weak, the Church grows weak.
Times of renewal and reformation are always accompanied by strong biblical preaching.
Renewal also comes when the biblical message is presented in contemporary packaging.
The definition of biblical preaching does not change; only the fleshing out of that
definition in the act of preachng in any given time.
Biblical preaching has been relevantly presented to the hearers in each generation.
Jesus used everyday object lessons to stay relevant even when those object lessons may
have been religious leaders. Paul was a master at adapting his presentation to meet the
listening abilities of his hearers in every situation. Paul changed his approach to
preaching as needed during his lifetime. He came in contact with different persons in
different situations. He did not expect them to adjust to his preaching style, he adjusted
to their listening styles. Some of the heroes of my study were the senior members of the
conference who openly said they had changed their preaching style in recent years as they
learned more of the purpose dnven church principles.
Biblical preaching has been presented by God’s called preachers. When the
disciples realized they had to make a prioritized choice in Acts 6, they sensed their call to
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preach. The decision to invest time for prayer and study was a result of the call upon
their lives, not just the practical fact of human limits. An affirming of the call to preach
the demands that call makes on a preacher must translate into time apart specifically
to prepare. Pastoral ministry demands are great. Time constraints are real. Priorities
have to be reestablished based on Acts 6.
The preachers of the Kentucky Annual Conference keenly appreciate the
responsibility and legacy handed down to them through the centuries. A clear
understanding of biblical preaching as biblical truth relevantly presented through a called
preacher rang solidly in their thoughts and words.

Personal Benefits to the Study
First and foremost the study afforded me the opportunity to spend time with a
group of thirty preachers in a way hard to reproduce in other settings. No meetings; no
reports to fill out; no sense of competition whatsoever. I heard their joys and struggles
and self-descriptions as they verbalized their convictions and spoke once again of the
certainty of their call. I found myself rethinking and reaffirming what I believed in and
thanking God for conviction and certainty in my call.
The need for and benefits of advance planning rang through loud and clear. I am
not a “J” on the Myers-Bnggs. Advance planning is not natural for me. This study
convinced me of the importance of advance planning, not for me and my personal wellbeing, but for the life and health of my church. I do plan ahead. If I get lazy in that task,
I hope the memory of this project which demanded so much of me will reinforce me and
my ministry.
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Listening to the stones and strategies of many successhl preachers challenged
me. The use of sermon outlines each Sunday is another layer of communication I plan to
incorporate into my practice of preaching.

I received encouragement with each story of a growing church. Success stories
have power, especially if someone knows how they became a success or at least where to
find the road to success. Each of the preachers and their churches were a success, some
stronger than others.
Looking at each church I got most excited knowing they are all part of the United
Methodist Church. This denomination I call “home” is in the midst of a life-and-death
struggle on several fronts. I found great encouragement for the United Methodist Church
in hearing the stones of preachers committed to the authority of Scripture who are leading
churches with clear purpose and developing ministries to live out that purpose in today’s
world. God is not finished with the United Methodist Church. Faithful communities still
minister under her flag for the cause of Jesus Chnst.

Soli Deo Gloria!
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APPENDIX A
From the desk of

Rev. David T. Grout
Wilmove United Methodist Church
P. 0. Box 68
Wilmore, KY
40390

November 17,1998

Dear Colleague in Ministry,
Greetings in the lovely and powerful name of Jesus Christ our risen Lord. I trust
t h s letter finds you happy and healthy as you serve the King. The summer has passed
and for many this is a time of new and exciting times in the life of the church. You are in
my prayers.
I write to you today to ask a favor. I am currently in the process of finishing up
the requirements for my Doctor of Ministry degree at Asbury Theological Seminary.
Yes, it’s dissertation writing time! I have chosen a preaching topic for my study that has
to do with Common Lectionary preaching.

I am writing to a representative number of the clergy of the Kentucky Annual
Conference under appointment in a local church, to respond to the short, anonymous post
card questionnaire that came with this letter. I hope, as part of the study, to ascertain the
simple percentage of us preachers in Kentucky United Methodist pulpits who regularly
use the Lectionary as our primary sermon schedule planning tool. By primary I mean the
tool/resource/method used most often in sermon planning.
It should only take you a matter of seconds to fill in the card and drop it in the
mail. I genuinely appreciate your willingness to help.
Thank you for help. I pray God’s blessing upon you and your church.
Sincerely,
Rev. David T. Grout
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APPENDIX B
Post Card for the Conference wide survey
Front:

Rev. David T. Grout
Wilmore United Methodist Church
P. 0. Box 68
Wilmore, Ky. 40390

Back:

Do you use the Lectionary as your primary sermon
schedule planning tool?

50% or less - 51% or more - Not at all -

How many years have you been in Active Preaching
Ministry?

Thank You
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APPENDIX C

Telephone protocol for the follow-up with the Lexington District Preachers
Hello, this David Grout calling from over in Wilmore. How are you doing?

I am calling to first of all thank you for your willingness to participate in my D.
Min. study. I appreciate how valuable your time is and know your days are full enough
already.
Can we set up a time for me to come by your office for a one-hour interview?
(In most cases a time was set up for me to call back for a telephone interview.)
(Calendars are checked and a mutually satisfactory time established.)
Just so you know, I need to record the interview so it can be put into transcript
form and later entered into a computer program for analysis with the other interviews.
Please don’t let that distract you.
Thank you, again, for helping me out. I’ll look forward to our time together.
Have a great day.
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APPENDIX D

Questions for the Preachers’ Interviews

I have a few questions to ask to lead our time together. They are in an order, but feel free
to return to any of them if something pops into your mind after we’ve moved on to the
next question.
1. How do you personally prepare for your sermons? (Think back to a recent week of
preparation. How did you plan for the sermon? Was it a typical week?)
2. Do you have an intentional sermon schedule? How far in advance do you try to plan
that schedule? What method of sermon planning do you use?

3. Do you use the Common Lectionary? Why? Why not?

4. Are there certain books that you return to most often in your preaching? Which would
that be?
5. How would you define “biblical preaching?”

6. What 3 - 5 words would your parishioners use to describe your sermons? What 3 - 5
words would YOU use?
7. What excites or motivates you as a preacher?

8. What are some ways you have seen this church mature or develop in recent years?
Where would you like to see this church in the next 5 years?

Grout 111
APPENDIX E
Participating Preachers and Churches

1.
2.
3.
4.

5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.

30.

Jerald Beck
Charles Bertrand
Edgar Brady
Barclay Brown
David Calhoun
Terry Faris
F. Van Firestine
Mark Girard
Benjamin Hahn
Don Hatton
William Hughes
William R. Jennings
James Loy
Jim Meadors
Ed Moore
Roger Newel1
Bill Pollack
Michael Powers
Howard Reynolds
Ro 1f Rue gg
Kenneth Simpson
Patricia Smith
Eugene Strange
Timothy Thompson
Larry Vickers
Frank Wallace
Wayne Watts
Deborah Whitmer
Howard Willen
James Wofford

Stanford Harrison Memorial
Berea First
Wesley - Lexington
Georgetown First
Russell Springs
Covenant
Grace
Harrodsburg First
Versailles First
Lancaster
Christ - Lexington
Christ - Louisville
Elizabethtown Memorial
Beuchel
Genesis
Parkview
Mt. Sterling
Morehead First
Winchester First
Hazelwood/Grace
Brick by Brick
St. Luke - Louisville
St. Luke - Lexington
Aldersgate
Shiloh
Imine
Moreland
Nathaniel Mission
First Lexington
Cooper Memorial
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